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Tämä tutkielma käsittelee prevent -verbin komplementtivariantteja brittiläisessä englannissa 
1700 -luvulta 1900 -luvulle, sekä amerikkalaisessa englannissa 1800 -luvulla. Tutkimus selvittää, 
mitä komplementtivariantteja prevent- verbin kanssa käytettiin aikaisemmilla vuosisadoilla, ja 
kuinka eri varianttien välinen suhteellinen variaatio on muuttunut nykypäivän englantiin verrattuna. 
Nykypäivän brittiläisen englannin yhteydessä painopiste on kahden yleisimmän lausekkeellisen 
variantin, prevent me from going ja prevent me going, välisessä vaihtelussa ja tämän vaihtelun 
syiden selvityksessä, sekä semanttista että kvantitatiivista analyysia käyttäen. 

Brittiläisen Englannin tutkimusmateriaali on kerätty 1710–1920 välistä ajanjaksoa edustavasta 
Corpus of Late Modern English Texts (CLMET) -korpuksesta eli tekstitietokannasta. 
Tutkimusmateriaalia amerikkalaisesta englannista 1800 -luvulta on kerätty Early American Fiction 
(EAF) -korpuksesta. 1900 -luvun brittiläistä englantia varten materiaalia kerättiin British National 
Corpus (BNC) -korpuksesta, käyttäen BNC Web ja Word Sketch Engine -hakuohjelmia.

Tutkielma määrittelee ensin korpuslingvistiikan yhtenä lingvistiikan metodisena 
lähestymistapana, esittelee tutkimuksessa käytetyt korpukset sekä selvittää hakuohjelmissa käytetyt 
hakumetodit. Käsitteet komplementti ja komplementaatio esitellään kolmesta eri näkökulmasta 
kielioppikirjojen pohjalta. Prevent -verbin komplementaatioon perehdytään ensin Oxford English 
Dictionary-sanakirjan ja Visserin (1973) pohjalta historiallisesta näkökulmasta, ja nykypäivän 
englannin kannalta useiden kielioppikirjojen sekä aikaisempien tutkimusten pohjalta.

Tutkielma vahvisti Rohdenburgin (1996) kompleksisuusperiaate -teorian siltä kannalta, että 
brittiläisessä englannissa syntaktisesti eksplisiittisempi lausekkeellinen variantti prevent me from 
going olisi yleistynyt ajan myötä. Toisaalta verrattain vähemmän eksplisiittinen variantti prevent me 
going on myös yleistynyt vähitellen, erityisesti 1900-luvulla. Kaikkein vähiten eksplisiittinen 
variantti, prevent my going, on kuitenkin kokonaan katoamassa, oltuaan vielä 1800-luvulla 
kolmanneksi yleisin prevent -verbin komplementtivariantti. Prevent me going -varianttia kuitenkin 
käytettiin 1900 -luvulle asti lähinnä pronomini -objektien kanssa, tai objektien jotka sisälsivät vain 
yhdestä kahteen leksikaalista elementtiä, joten tässä suhteessa sen variaatio oli Rohdenburgin 
kompleksisuusperiaatteen mukainen. Neljännen lausekkeellisen variantin, prevent going, havaittiin 
olleen aina yhtä harvinainen kuin se on nykypäivän englannissa.

Prevent -verbin nominaalisia komplementteja tutkittiin niiden merkitysten sekä variaation 
kannalta suhteessa lausekkeellisiin variantteihin. Nominaaliset komplementit olivat kaikkein yleisin 
yksittäinen prevent -verbin komplementtivariantti kaikissa korpuksissa. 

EAF -korpuksen materiaalin perusteella todettiin, että amerikkalaisessa englannissa 1800-luvulla 
on käytetty samoja komplementtivariantteja prevent -verbin kanssa kuin tuonaikaisessa brittiläisessä 
englannissakin. Tämä eroaa merkittävästi nykypäivän amerikkalaisesta englannista, jossa ainoastaan 
prevent me from going -variantti on yleisessä käytössä, eikä prevent me going -varianttia käytetä 
lainkaan, kun taas nykypäivän brittiläisessä englannissa ne ovat jokseenkin yhtä yleisiä. Prevent me 
going -variantti oli kuitenkin marginaalinen jo 1800 -luvun amerikkalaisessa englannissa, mikä 
osoittanee sen olleen jo tuolloin katoamassa amerikkalaisesta englannista.

Prevent-verbin komplementteja nykypäivän brittiläisessä englannissa tarkasteltiin ensin yleisellä 
tasolla, jolloin selvisi että prevent me from going -variantti on vähentynyt käytössä CLMET 3 
-korpuksen edustamasta ajanjaksosta (1850–1920) nykypäivään tultaessa. Prevent me going 
-variantin havaittiin yleistyneen merkittävästi samana ajanjaksona, kun taas prevent my going 
-variantti on lähestulkoon kadonnut nykypäivän englannista. 
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Kilpailevien lausekkeellisten varianttien prevent me from going ja prevent me going variaatiota 
vertailtiin toistensa suhteen eri tekstityyppien mukaan luoduissa alikorpuksissa. Tätä menetelmää 
käyttäen havaittiin, että prevent me going -variantti on huomattavasti prevent me from going-
varianttia yleisempi puhutussa englannissa, kun taas kirjoitetussa englannissa sekä BNC 
-korpuksessa kokonaisuudessaan variaatio on lähes päinvastainen. Teksteissä, jotka on tarkoitettu 
puhuttavaksi ääneen, tämä tendenssi oli todella vahva prevent me going -variantin hyväksi. Eri 
alikorpuksissa, jotka oli luotu tekstien aihepiirin ja tarkoitusperän mukaan, havaittiin vaihtelevasti 
variaation olevan toisinaan hyvinkin voimakkaasti jomman kumman variantin puolella. Syyksi 
prevent me from going -variantin vahvaan yleisyyteen joissakin tekstityypeissä ehdotettiin 
tekstityypin muodollisuutta tai virallisuutta. Toisaalta sanomalehtiteksteissä prevent me going –
variantti lienee niin yleinen siksi, että Hundtin ja Mairin (1999) mukaan tämä tekstityyppi on 
lähentynyt puhuttua kieltä ja on altis innovatiiviselle kielenkäytölle. 

Eräs piirre, joka ilmeni kvantitatiivisesta variaation tarkastelusta eri alikorpuksissa, oli prevent 
-verbin eri taivutusmuotojen vaikutus jomman kumman variantin valintaan. Prevent me going 
-variantti vaikutti olevan kaikissa korpuksissa ehdottomasti yleisin verbin perusmuodon yhteydessä, 
kun taas prevent me from going -varianttia käytettiin tasaisemmin sekä perusmuodon että eri 
taivutusmuotojen kanssa. Tarkastellessa variantteja toistensa suhteen eri verbimuotojen kanssa, 
prevent me going oli lähes kaikissa korpuksissa joko tasaväkinen tai yleisempi kuin prevent me from 
going juuri verbin perusmuodon yhteydessä. Ilmiö oli läsnä myös ajanjakson perusteella jaetuissa 
alikorpuksissa: 1960 – 1970 -luvuilla julkaistuissa teksteissä (sekä CLMET- ja EAF-korpuksissa) 
prevent me going esiintyi harvoin, ja tuolloin lähinnä perusmuodon kanssa, ja vasta yleistyessään 
1980 -1990 -luvuilla sitä esiintyi useammin myös eri taivutusmuotojen kanssa. Syyksi tähän ilmiöön 
ehdotettiin uudenlaista aspektia Rohdenburgin (1996) kompleksisuus-periaatteeseen: koska verbin 
perusmuoto on sen yksinkertaisin muoto, se sallii helpoimmin vähemmän eksplisiittisten varianttien 
käytön. Joissakin alikorpuksissa verbin kolmannen persoonan preesens näytti myös suosivan 
prevent me going -varianttia enemmän kuin muut taivutusmuodot, mikä johtunee myös sen muodon 
yksinkertaisuudesta. Tälle ilmiölle löydettiin tukea sekä Babovákován (2005) Pro gradu-tutkielmasta 
prevent-verbin komplementeista nykyenglannissa, että artikkelista (McEnery ja Xiao, 2005) joka 
käsitteli help-verbin kahta eri komplementtivarianttia ja niiden välisen variaation syitä.

Edellämainittuja kahta lausekkeellista varianttia tarkasteltiin myös semanttisesti Bolingerin 
(1968) yleistyksen hengessä. Esimerkkejä kummastakin variantista tarkasteltiin sekä yksittäisten 
kirjoittajien teksteissä että eri kirjoittajien teksteissä. Tällöin ilmeni, että usein prevent me from 
going -variantti yhdistyy hypoteettiseen -ing -partisiipin edustamaan estämisen kohteeseen, kun taas 
prevent me going -variantti esiintyi useammin silloin kun estettävä asia oli jo tapahtunut tai 
parhaillaan tapahtumassa, tai edusti prevent- verbin objektin pysyvää ominaisuutta. Myös Rudangon 
(2003) ehdottamien ”act on” ja ”bring about” -merkitysten, jotka liittyvät erilaisiin syntaktisiin 
syvärakenteisiin prevent -verbin kanssa, nähtiin yhdistyvän useimmiten vain jompaan kumpaan 
varianttiin. ”Act on” -merkitys, jossa prevent -verbin objektilla ja -ing -partisiipillä on omat 
semanttiset roolinsa, löytyi usein prevent me from going -variantin kanssa. ”Bring about” -merkitys, 
jossa prevent-verbin objekti ja partisiippi jakavat saman semanttisen roolin, havaittiin usein prevent  
me going -variantin kanssa. Tästä huolimatta myös vastaesimerkkejä löytyi, joten Bolingerin 
periaatteen ei voida katsoa pätevän jyrkimmässä merkityksessään näiden kahden samankaltaisen 
lausekkeellisen variantin kohdalla.  

Eräs prevent-verbin komplementeista riippumaton havainto oli, että verbi itse näyttää 
harvinaistuneen käytössä tasaista tahtia 1700 -luvulta 1920 -luvulle, minkä jälkeen sen yleisyys 
näyttää vakiintuneen. 1800 -luvun amerikkalaisessa englannissa tämän verbin havaittiin olleen 
vieläpä huomattavasti harvinaisempi kuin tuon ajan tai nykypäivän brittiläisessä englannissa.

Asiasanat: komplementaatio, korpuslingvistiikka
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1 Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to explore the complementation patterns of the verb prevent in the 18th, 19th 

and 20th centuries, using data obtained from three corpora, the Corpus of Late Modern English Texts 

(CLMET), Early American Fiction (EAF), and the British National Corpus (BNC). 

Apart from linguistic curiosity, the study of the complementation patterns of a particular 

word is worthwhile because languages change all the time. Over time, from the past to present day, 

some structural patterns, words, or meanings associated to them may have disappeared, while new 

ones have emerged, and documenting these changes can give surprising results. Complementation 

can also differ from one language variant to another: Algeo (1988: 22, cited in Mair, 2002: 111) has 

suggested that when exploring differences between the dominant language variants of English, 

British and American English, “the most fertile area of divergence... is the complementation of 

verbs”. Moreover, de Smet (2005: 69), drawing on Ryden, 1984, and Denison, 1998, observes that 

the Late Modern English period is “the most neglected period in the history of the English 

language”. Perhaps this study, with its focus on the period of Late Modern English, utilisin a corpus 

created by de Smet (ibid.), can contribute something to help repair this lack of research on this 

period.

The study of complementation is possible with the help of corpora, i.e. computerized text 

collections, which serve as a tool for quantitative analysis. This quantitative perspective is essential 

in determining whether any new patterns or meanings should be considered established in the 

language, or whether they are mere curiosities. Perhaps the most useful application of research on 

complementation is then language teaching: the results can sometimes be used in revising existing 

grammars and school books, especially those aimed at non-native speakers of English. 

In broad terms, the focus is on acquiring a diachronic perspective on the variation of the 

complementation patterns of prevent.  The historical data was gathered from the CLMET corpus, 

representing 18th to early 20th century British English, and the EAF corpus, representing 19th century 

American English. The aim with the diachronic data of British English (CLMET) is to map out what 
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kind of complementation patterns existed in the past with prevent, and which were the most 

commonly used, and to compare the findings with those from the present-day British English data 

gathered from the BNC. With the diachronic data of American English (EAF), the aim is to find out 

whether the variation of the complementation patterns of prevent used to be any different from the 

present-day situation in American English, as this has not been studied as regards prevent. The 

complementation of prevent in 20th century American English has been studied by Babováková 

(2005), among others, which is why this thesis does not cover American English from this era. The 

results from EAF will also be compared with those from the historical British English data 

(CLMET). This enables a diachronic comparison of the complementation patterns of prevent both 

within and between two variants of English, British and American English. 

With the present-day British English data, acquired from the BNC, the focus is on studying 

the variation between the two dominant sentential complementation patterns of prevent, 

demonstrated below (examples created by the author).

(1) I prevented him from going to the party.

(2) I prevented him going to the party.

The specific research question with these two very similar patterns is to find out reasons for the 

variation between them. In present-day American English, only the pattern in (1) is used (e.g. Mair, 

2002, and Dixon, 1995). Mair (ibid.) has suggested that they are competing patterns, and that the 

one exemplified in (2) may even be advancing in frequency. This claim will be tested by a 

quantitative analysis of several different subcorpora set up in the BNC search facilities. 

The study will also discuss the patterns of nominal complementation that prevent can 

select, more specifically the senses of prevent related to them, and their variation in relation to the 

sentential complements. This type of complementation is demonstrated below. 

(3) I prevented the incident.

The nominal complementation patterns of prevent are more or less neglected both in the literature 

and previous research, and for this reason they are of interest both from the point of view of their 

distribution in relation to the sentential complements, and from the point of view of possible 
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historical changes in the senses of prevent related to them. All variants of nominal complementation 

were studied in the CLMET corpora; with the present-day English data (BNC), however, the 

discussion had to be limited to some marginal variants, due to the enormous size of the corpus.   

This thesis will proceed in the following manner: first I explain the terms “corpus” and 

“corpus linguistics” in chapter 2, and introduce the corpora used in this study. Complementation as a 

term in grammar and as an area of study in linguistics will be explained in chapter 3, both in order to 

lay out the theoretical framework for the present study and to point out differences in the 

terminology of certain grammars. Chapter 4 gives an account of what is said about prevent and its 

senses and complementation patterns in the Oxford English Dictionary, and several grammars and 

other sources, as well as previous research on this verb. The methods used in gathering the data from 

the corpora are explained in detail in chapter 5. Chapters 6-8 discuss the data obtained from the three 

parts of the CLMET corpus, and chapters 9 and 10 discuss the data from the EAF and BNC corpora 

respectively. In chapter 11, I gather the quantitative results from all these sections together, and 

comment on them from a broader view.

2 Corpus linguistics

This chapter defines the terms corpus and corpus linguistics, and introduces the corpora used in this 

study.

2.1 Corpus-based linguistics

In Johansson's (1995: 19) definition, a corpus is a body of texts assembled in a principled way, and 

the object of corpus linguistics is the study of language through such corpora. Biber et al. (1998:12) 

add that a corpus is a collection of natural texts, i.e. texts that have been created through natural 

language use.  

Corpus linguistics today is a very popular area of linguistic research both because it gives a 

hefty empirical foundation to abstract linguistic hypotheses, and because linguistic data can be so 
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easily gathered from electronic corpora that are currently available, some of which are provided with 

powerful and helpful tools for gathering and arranging data for analysis. However, Johansson (1995) 

emphasizes that collections of texts forming corpora are not sufficient in themselves in corpus 

studies, but they “require the intelligent analytical mind of the linguist who draws on knowledge of 

previous studies, on his or her own intuition as well as on observation of texts”. Johansson (ibid: 20) 

notes that on the one hand, introspection is fallible and sometimes even biased towards the point to 

be proved, but on the other hand, corpus evidence can sometimes help to see what might otherwise 

be overlooked. 

2.2. Corpora used in this study

This section introduces the corpora that were used in this thesis. The Corpus of Late Modern English 

Texts (CLMET) and the Early American Fiction (EAF) corpus were used in the diachronic part of 

the study, representing British and American English respectively, and the British National Corpus 

(BNC) was used to enable a comparison of the historical data of British English with present-day 

British English data. 

2.2.1 The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts (1710-1920)

The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts (CLMET) has been compiled by Henrik de Smet at the 

University of Leuven, utilising the online text collections of the Project Gutenberg1 and the Oxford 

Text Archive2, and it includes texts of British English from 1710 to 1920. The word count in the 

original version is slightly less than 10 million (de Smet, 2005). The extended version has a little 

less than 15 million words3. 

In this thesis I have used the extended version of the first part, covering the years 1710-

1  http://www.gutenberg.org/
2   http://ota.ahds.ac.uk/
3 The count of roughly 15 million words was obtained by using the Monoconc program. The word counts listed on the 

website of CLMET (http://www.http://perswww.kuleuven.be/~u0044428/) were obtained by using Microsoft Word, 
and these figures are different from those obtained by using Monoconc. This is probably due to differences in these 
programs in counting borderline cases, like hyphenated words, as either one or two words. In any case, de Smet 
recommends using the Monoconc figures.

http://www.gutenberg.org/
http://www.http://perswww.kuleuven.be/~u0044428/
http://ota.ahds.ac.uk/
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1780, and the original versions of the last two parts, covering the years 1870-1850 and 1850-1920. I 

decided on this mixture of the two versions of the CLMET corpus because the first part is somewhat 

smaller than the other two parts, both in the original and the extended version, and because the three 

parts cover different time periods so that the 18th century is underrepresented when compared to the 

19th century, as regards the amount of data available. Both points become clear from the rounded 

figures for the sizes of the different parts. In the original version of the corpus, the first part has 2.1 

million words4, and the second and third parts both have 3.8 million words. In the extended version, 

the first part has 3.0 million words, the second part 5.8 and the third part 6.1 million words. 

In this study, the sizes of the selected three parts are 3.0 million words for the first part of 

the extended version, and 3.8 million words for both the second and third parts of the original 

version. This combination gives a much more equal balance between the different time periods than 

in either version as a whole. Moreover, choosing one part from one version and the other two parts 

from another (or any other combination) does not lead to any real inconsistency between the corpora 

of different time periods, and this is due to the method used in the compilation of the corpus, 

explained below.

According to de Smet (2005: 70), each subperiod in the original version of CLMET 

represents a fairly homogeneous set of authors as regards their date of birth, and no author is 

represented in any other subperiod. The amount of text contributed by each author is approximately 

the same, with the maximum being 200,000 words per author. With the extended version, the same 

method was applied, which simply means that more authors are included for each time period, and 

all authors are different for each time period. Hence, there is no essential difference between the 

structures of the original and the extended version of CLMET, except for their size, when 

considering the different parts according to the time periods. The inconsistency is merely formal, 

due to the practical fact that it was desirable to first release a preliminary version of the corpus, 

which could later be expanded. Counteracting the greater sizes of the subcorpora of the two latter 

time periods by using the extended version for the first time period can only be beneficial.

4 Rounded to nearest 100,000 words.
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As for the genre of texts and the social background of the authors, de Smet (2005) notes 

that there is a slight bias toward literary, fictional, and formal texts written by men of the better-off 

layers of the English society, even though other texts have been consciously favoured to counteract 

this (a list of all texts is provided in de Smet, 2005: 72-78). According to de Smet (ibid: 78), the size 

of the corpus makes it suitable for the study of “relatively infrequent syntactic patterns, or borderline 

phenomena between grammar and the lexicon”. As its disadvantage de Smet (ibid: 79) considers the 

lack of exact bibliographical history of the texts, i.e. there is rarely information on the edition that 

the texts represent. Even so, de Smet maintains that editors are unlikely to introduce new 

constructions into a historical text, or have an influence on possible semantic developments through 

history within specific words or constructions.

2.2.2 The Early American Fiction corpus (1809-1874)

The corpus of Early American Fiction (EAF) used in this study goes by the same name as a 

subcorpus in the Chadwyck-Healey corpus, but the version used in this study includes only 173 

works by 51 authors from the 19th century. This version contains approximately 11.9 million words5, 

covering the years 1809-1874, and it was used in this study as a source of American English before 

the 20th century. This smaller version of EAF was obtained from the Electronic Text Collection at 

the University of Virginia6, and it includes all the works that are publically accessible. The original, 

full version of EAF in the Chadwyck-Healey corpus has more than 730 works by more than 130 

authors from the time period of 1789-18757 .

All works in both versions of the EAF corpus are fictional, and for this reason the results 

from EAF cannot be directly compared to those from the CLMET corpora, which include also non-

fictional works. However, since the use of prevent in American English during this time period has 

not been extensively researched before, any kind of results will be of interest.  

5 Rounded again to nearest 100,000 words.
6 http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/eaf/   
7 All information found from http://collections.chadwyck.com 

http://collections.chadwyck.com/
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/eaf/
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2.2.3 The British National Corpus (1960-1995)

According to the website of the British National Corpus8 (BNC), it is a collection of samples of 

British English, both written and spoken texts, and it includes approximately 100 million words. The 

written part forms 90% of the corpus and the spoken part 10%. The BNC is a synchronic corpus, 

representing British English from the end of the 20th century, more specifically from the 1960s to the 

1990s. The texts cover various subject fields, genres and registers.

In this thesis, the BNC is used to provide data of present-day British English, to be 

compared with the data from the historical CLMET and EAF corpora. The methods used in 

gathering the data from the BNC were different and more varied than with the historical corpora, and 

they will be explained in detail in chapter 5.

3 Complementation

This chapter introduces some views on how to define the terms complementation and complement, 

and on how they are related to adjuncts. When studying the complementation of a word, it can 

occasionally be challenging to determine whether an element is a complement or an adjunct, both 

intuitively and in formal terms, as will be observed in the following sections. The terminology used 

in this thesis follows that used in Huddleston and Pullum (2002), introduced in 3.1. 

3.1 The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language

Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 215) divide the basic elements in a clause structure into the 

predicator, the complements of the predicator, and modifiers. Consider (1), where P stands for 

predicator, C for complement, and A for adjunct (adopted from Huddleston and Pullum, ibid.):

(1) He (C) always (A) reads (P) the paper (C) before breakfast (A).

 In this division, the predicator functions as the head of the clause, and complements are its 

dependents, whereas adjuncts are modifiers of the clause. Adjuncts are not determined by the head 

8 http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/  

http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/
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of the clause, but modify the whole clause. 

Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 53) divide complements into external and internal 

complements: external complements are located outside the verb phrase (VP), whereas internal 

complements are part of the verb phrase. This means that subjects are external complements, 

external to the VP, while object noun phrases (NPs) and prepositional noun phrases (PPs) are 

internal complements, constituents of the VP. Huddleston and Pullum (ibid: 216) further distinguish 

internal complements into core complements and obliques: core complements, typically direct object 

NPs, are directly related to the verb, while obliques, typically PPs, are related to the verb via a 

preposition. 

According to Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 219), complements and adjuncts can be 

distinguished with the help of several criteria. Complements are usually licensed by a verb, i.e. they 

are dependent on a particular kind of a verb, but adjuncts are not dependent on or licensed by any 

verb. Moreover, complements are sometimes obligatory, but adjuncts always optional (ibid: 221). 

The examples below demonstrate how a complement can sometimes be optional:

(2) She read the report.

(3) She read.

According to Huddleston and Pullum (2002), an element is obligatory if it cannot be omitted without 

loss of grammaticality or an unsystematic change of meaning. The omitted complement in (3), the 

report, is not obligatory because its omission does not lead to ungrammaticality or a change in 

meaning – it is still understood that the person (she) was reading something. A change in meaning 

due to the omission of an obligatory complement is demonstrated in the following examples:

(4) She ran.

(5) She ran the business.

One other criterion mentioned in Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 226) to help distinguish 

complements from adjuncts is argumenthood. Argument is a term by Chomsky (e.g. 1986) that 

corresponds to complements. In this terminology, a clause consists of a semantic predicate together 

with one or more arguments, whereas adjuncts are only concerned with circumstances of the 
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situation – the adjuncts are not involved in the reading of the clause, which is governed by the 

predicate. However, this view is complicated by “dummy” complements, words which do not 

express an argument but are semantically empty – yet they are syntactically necessary in some 

clause structures, and are classified as complements. Consider (6) (created by the author), where 

there represents such a semantically empty argument, which nonetheless is necessary to fill the 

function of the subject in the sentence.

(6) There is something wrong with this computer.

Huddleston and Pullum's (2002) analysis of complements is different from the analyses in 

many traditional grammars (e.g. Quirk et al, to be discussed below in section 3.2) in that subjects 

and objects are included under the term complement. In a given sentence, the verb that functions as 

the predicator can have several complements, one of which may function as the object of that verb, 

the term “object” being sometimes useful to refer to a particular kind of complement in a sentence. 

In this thesis, it is not necessary to refer to the subject of a clause as a complement, whereas the 

object of a clause will be referred to as either a complement or an object. The term “complement” in 

Huddleston and Pullum (2002) is then an umbrella term for a syntactic constituent that covers both 

object NPs and PPs (as well as subject NPs as external complements), which are more specific 

functional terms used to describe the elements in a clause structure. In this thesis, the sequence of 

complements following the verb (excluding the subject), consisting of the object and other possible 

elements, will be called its complementation pattern.

3.2 The Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language

Quirk et al. (1985: 65) define complementation as “the function of a part of a phrase or a clause 

which follows a word, and completes the meaning specification of a meaning relationship which that 

word implies”. The term complement, however, only refers to a particular kind of complementation. 

In this analysis, complementation of a word can be syntactically obligatory or optional, and it 

involves modifiers and adverbials in addition to complements. 
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Complements in the terminology of Quirk et al. (1985) exclude both subjects and objects, 

and this is where their view differs radically from that of Huddleston and Pullum (2002). 

Huddleston and Pullum (2002) see three basic elements in syntactic clause structure: the predicator 

functioning as the head of a clause, the complements of the head, and adjuncts. Quirk et al (1985), 

on the other hand, divide the constituents of a clause into subjects, objects, complements and 

adjuncts, in addition to verbs. In the view of Quirk et al., complements are differentiated from 

objects in that they cannot become subjects of passivized sentences. Complements are further 

divided into subject and object complements, which are in a copular relationship with another clause 

element (subject or object) (Quirk et al., 1985: 722).

Quirk et al (1985: 53-54) classify verbs in four main classes as regards their functional 

clause types: intransitive, monotransitive, ditransitive and complex transitive, which are realised by 

their constituents as SV, SVO, SVOO and SVOC or SVOA. 

On the distinction between complements and adjuncts, Quirk et al. (1985: 55) note that only 

space adjuncts are obligatory and all other adjuncts optional, whereas complements are mostly 

obligatory, but sometimes optional. Example (1) demonstrates an obligatory adjunct, in Chicago:

(1) He lived in Chicago. *He lived. 

As an example of an optional complement, Quirk et al. (ibid.) give the following example:

(2) Joan was eating her lunch. Joan was eating.

However, Quirk et al. (1985: 722) note that in a strictly syntactic sense, the complement may not be 

optional in (2), but instead the verb eat could be dually classified both as an intransitive and 

transitive verb. This is a case of conversion from one category to another: there is a slight shift in 

meaning in (2) when the object her lunch is omitted. The same could perhaps be said about 

examples (3-4) in 3.1 above, given by Huddleston and Pullum (2002): she read versus she read the 

report. In this kind of analysis, prevent would belong both to the monotransitive and ditransitive 

classes of verbs, depending on whether a sentential complement is present or not.
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3.3 Valency theory

According to Herbst et al. (2004: xxiv), valency theory is based on the assumption that the verb is in 

central position in the sentence, and therefore determines how many other elements are needed to 

form a grammatical sentence. The number of the complements of a verb, or its dependents, is called 

its valency. Elements that are not dependent on the valency of the governing verb are called 

adjuncts. However, Herbst et al. (ibid.) note that some complements share the formal properties of 

adjuncts, and can only be defined as complements on the basis of their obligatoriness in the sentence 

to complete it, or their semantic bonds with the verb; but they add that in the category of adverbials 

the distinction between adjuncts and complements is gradient. 

Somers (1984: 508) explains that the valency of a verb is the relationship between the 

verbal predicate and the other elements that make up the predication. Complements are closely 

associated with the predicate, completing its meaning, whereas adjuncts complete the meaning of the 

central predication as a whole. Somers stresses that elements in a sentence are “assigned 

complement or adjunct status with respect to some verb” (emphasis in the original). In other words, 

any element in a sentence is not inherently an adjunct or a complement, but they gain either status 

only in connection with a particular verb.

As for criteria for distinguishing complements from adjuncts with regard to a particular 

verb, Somers (1984: 509) states that obligatoriness is one of them. Complements are always 

considered to be valency-bound, i.e. they have a semantic bond with the verb, whether obligatory or 

optional in the syntactic structure. Adjuncts, on the other hand, are always optional: they are not 

related to the verb semantically, nor are they syntactically obligatory in a sentence. Nevertheless, 

Somers (1987: 8) introduces the idea of communicative versus structural necessity of elements: 

complements are always structurally necessary, while adjuncts are never structurally necessary, but 

can sometimes be communicatively necessary. Complements, on the other hand, may be 

communicatively unnecessary when they are understood from the context. 

While the division between complements and adjuncts in valency theory is simple enough, 
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it is not altogether easy to make the distinction in practice. Somers (1987: 509-510) discusses two 

tests with respect to this problem. The elimination test (“Eliminierungstest”) tests whether an 

element is grammatically obligatory by eliminating the element in question. The extraction method 

(“Abstrichmethode”) tests whether an element is closely associated with the verb in a sentence by 

extracting the element in question. If the meaning of the verb does not change, the element is 

structurally optional. Somers notes that the elimination test only tests whether an element is 

obligatory or optional, whereas the extraction method tests whether an element is a complement or 

adjunct. Since complements can sometimes be communicatively optional, the elimination test is not 

sufficient on its own if one wants to determine the complement status of an element. 

All in all, it is clear that distinguishing adjuncts from complements is difficult in practice, 

and often several different tests have to be used. As for prevent, there is rarely question of whether 

an element is a complement or an adjunct, especially with the prepositional sentential pattern 

prevent NP from -ing. With the sentential prevent NP -ing complementation pattern without the 

preposition from, there is occasionally a danger of ambiguity, as will be observed later on when 

discussing the data. With problem cases, I have used my own intuition for determining whether an 

element following prevent is in fact an adjunct and not a complement.

3.4 Control

The theory of Control is relevant not only as part of formulating a theory of Universal Grammar 

(contributed to by e.g. Chomsky, 1986), but also in that it helps to categorize verbs according to 

their argument structures, which in turn determine the way they choose complements. The term 

“Control” is related to the idea of an understood element in the complement clause of a given verb, 

as exemplified in the sentence below (the sentence adopted from Davies and Dubinsky, 2004: 3; 

parentheses and labels added by the author):

(1) [[Barnett] NP [tried] VERB [PRO] to [understand] VERB [the formula] NP] S

Here the syntactic structure is NP Verb PRO to Verb NP. The symbol “PRO”, used by many authors 
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(e.g. Rudanko, 2002), stands for the unrealized but understood element mentioned above. According 

to Davies and Dubinsky (2004: 3), the subject of the sentence, Barnett in (1), is semantically linked 

to both the matrix verb try and the embedded verb understand, and as a subject it is said to “control 

the reference of the subject of the embedded clause (i.e. PRO) and the construction has come to be 

referred to as 'Subject Control'”. The subject of the embedded clause is here represented by PRO, 

and it is through co-reference with PRO that the matrix subject Barnett has a semantic link to the 

lower verb. According to Chomsky (1986: 84), the understood element, representing an “empty 

category”, is a consequence of the Projection Principle, which is one of the proposed general 

principles for Universal Grammar. The principle states that (ibid.) “lexical structure must be 

represented categorially at every syntactic level”. In (1), PRO has to exist to represent the lexical 

information explained above at this particular syntactic level, even though it is not phonetically 

realized but only an empty category. 

This phenomenon of Control is also possible with transitive verbs like prevent. In (2) 

(sentence again adopted from Davies and Dubinsky (2004), labels and parentheses added by the 

author), PRO is semantically linked to the matrix object, and not the matrix subject as in (1), and this 

is why the understood semantic link between PRO and the object of the matrix verb is called Object 

Control (Davies and Dubinsky, 2004).

(2) [[Barnett] NP [persuaded] VERB [the doctor] NP [PRO] to [examine] 
VERB [Tilman] NP] S

In (2), it is not Barnett that is linked semantically to the lower verb examine, but the object, the 

doctor. 

However, not all verbs behave in this manner. With Raising-to-Subject or Raising-to-

Object verbs (Davies and Dubinsky: 3-4), the subject or object of the matrix clause is only linked to 

the embedded verb, and not the matrix verb. With Control, it is the matrix verb that enables its 

subject or object to be linked to the embedded verb. Example (3) demonstrates Raising-to-Subject 

and (4) Raising-to-Object:

(3) [[Barnett] NP [seemed] VERB to [understand] VERB [the formula] NP].
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(4) [[Barnett] NP [believed] VERB [the doctor] NP to [have examined] VERB 
[Tilman] NP] S.

In (3), Barnett is the “raised subject” of the lower clause verb understand – it is semantically linked 

only to understand, even though it functions as the subject of seem in surface structure. In (4), the 

doctor is semantically linked only to examine, and not believe, even though it has been raised to 

main clause object position. 

According to Davies and Dubinsky (2004: 4), the Raising and Control structures, 

demonstrated in above examples, depend on the properties of the matrix verb; in other words, they 

are lexically governed. The question that now arises is whether prevent is a Raising or Control verb: 

does the matrix object of prevent have a semantic link to both prevent and the lower clause verb, or 

is it only linked to the lower verb? Postal (1974: 159), contrary to many other grammarians (e.g. Sag 

and Pollard, 1991), thinks that prevent is a Raising-to-Object verb, and not an Object Control verb. 

What he takes to be evidence for this claim is the alleged well-formedness of the following 

sentences (adopted from Postal, ibid.):

(5) He prevented there from being a riot.

(6) We must prevent any heed from being taken of his suggestions.

The reason why prevent must be a Raising verb in (5), assuming the sentence is well-formed, is that 

the object there cannot have a semantic link to prevent. The existential there functions here as a 

'dummy' element that does not have any semantic reference – it only has a syntactic function of 

filling the position of direct object of the matrix verb. In (6), on the other hand, the apparent direct 

object any heed is not semantically linked to prevent, but to take in the lower clause, as part of the 

idiomatic phrase “to take heed of something”. 

The sentences in (5) and (6) have been created by Postal (1974), and no corpus evidence 

has been found of the existence of such structures. According to Rudanko (2002: 24), for example, 

there are no instances of the type prevent there from + ing in the whole BNC. However, Huddleston 

and Pullum (2002: 1238) mention that this kind of construction is allowed by some speakers, and is 

to be accounted for as a blend between the types prevent me from going and prevent me going. They 
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give the following example, where the percentage mark means that it is allowed by some speakers 

but not all.

(7) % We must prevent there from being any repetition of this error.

This idea of a blend between the two sentential complements is interesting: does it mean that a 

hypothetical NP -ing pattern prevent there being, which Huddleston and Pullum do not mention as 

an existent option, has adopted the preposition from from the prepositional pattern? In any case, 

with or without from, the possibility of using the existential there with prevent implies that a Raising 

reading should perhaps be allowed for prevent. 

As an attempt to analyze prevent as a either a Control or Raising verb, Rudanko (2003: 

278) observes that prevent can have two different readings, which he labels the “act on” and “bring 

about” readings. In the “act on” reading, the referent of the matrix subject of prevent acts directly 

upon the referent of the matrix object, and the possibility of such a reading “provides a reason for 

treating at least some complements of prevent as involving object control” (ibid.). In the “bring 

about” reading, on the other hand, “there is no direct interaction between the referent of the matrix 

subject and the referent of the matrix object”(ibid.). The latter reading is the only one possible with 

the existential there, but often both readings are possible with the same sentence (example created 

by the author):

(8) I prevented Mary from marrying John.

In (8), the speaker may have acted upon Mary directly, for instance by dragging her down from the 

altar at the wedding ceremony, and thus prevented her from getting married to John. Alternatively, 

the speaker may have brought it about that Mary did not marry John, for example by killing John 

before the ceremony. 

In the empirical part of this thesis, the question of Control vs. Raising with prevent will be 

examined in more detail with the help of the data from the BNC, both by trying to find examples 

with the existential there, and by analysing examples from a semantic point of view. More 

specifically, I will consider two samples of sentences gathered according to different methods, and 
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analyze them according to the distinction between the 'act on' and 'bring about' readings, and try to 

shed some new light into the problem of Control vs. Raising with prevent. This kind of semantic 

analysis also ties in with Bolinger's (1968: 127) generalization, which states that a difference in 

syntactic form entails a difference in meaning: it may be that the patterns prevent me from going and 

prevent me going have a difference in meaning due to being linked to either Control or Raising 

structures.

4 Prevent

In this chapter, I first introduce the different senses and the related complementation patterns of 

prevent from the 18th century to present according to the online version of the Oxford English 

Dictionary. Then I give an account of Visser's 1973 book An Historical Syntax of the English 

Language as regards prevent and its complementation patterns from the 18th century to present. In 

4.2, I discuss the accounts of different grammars and previous research on the verb prevent and the 

complementation patterns it can take in present-day English, with the nominal and sentential 

complementation patterns discussed in separate sections.

4.1 Prevent in the Oxford English Dictionary and Visser (1973)

In this section, I give an account of what two sources with a historical perspective have to say about 

prevent and its complementation patterns. The first one is the Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 

1989 online edition), which mainly illustrates the senses of words with quotations throughout 

centuries, but which also includes information on the structural patterns associated with particular 

words. The OED is the main source on the different complementation patterns of prevent through 

history; most of the grammars consulted, except for Visser (1973), were only concerned with 

present-day English. Visser's (1973) An Historical Syntaxif the English Language examines verbs 

and their use from Old English to present-day English, using quotations from texts as data. The 

focus is on structures, rather than meanings as in the OED, and this gives a different, supplementary 
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view into the use of prevent through centuries. Visser (ibid.) explains in the preface that 'correctness' 

was not a concern when gathering the examples of particular uses, so in this respect his descriptive 

method of study is similar to that used with computerized corpora today, even though the lack of 

commentary on the correctness of an example may give too much importance to curiosities. 

4.1.1 Oxford English Dictionary

There are altogether 10 different senses listed for the search word prevent in the OED that may be 

relevant for my thesis (13 senses listed in the OED for prevent altogether), as they are demonstrated 

with quotations from the 18th and 19th centuries, and two of them are noted as the chief current 

senses. Table 1 below lists these senses and the complementation patterns related to them as 

according to the OED9 (the italics in the definitions of senses by the OED, the italics in the examples 

by the author). The symbols (+) and (-) used in the table denote +human or -human reference 

respectively in the case of a simple NP complement (the type I prevented the accident), as 

interpreted by the author on the basis of the examples given in the OED. The nature of the +human 

or -human reference of the NPs in the more complex constructions, like NP in NP or NP from -ing, 

is not considered of interest here (though nevertheless marked in the table with the same symbols), 

because this information does not seem to be crucial in determining the senses they denote. 

Sense and related complements in the OED Example
1. To act before, in anticipation of, or in 
preparation for a future event, or a point of time.
1. b To meet beforehand or anticipate an 
objection, question, command, desire, want, etc.

NP (-)

1813 SCOTT Rokeby II. iv, Bertram..from the towers, 
preventing day, With Wilfrid took his early way.

1830 WORDSW. Russian Fugitive I. v, She led the 
Lady to a seat..Prevented each desire. 

2. To act before or more quickly than another 
person or agent; to anticipate in action.

NP(+) in NP(-)

NP (+)

1715-16 POPE Let. to E. Blount 20 Mar., I know you 
have prevented me in this thought, as you always will in 
any thing that's good.

1808 HELEN ST. VICTOR Ruins of Rigonda I. 6 ..when 
he was prevented by the baron's asking his advice in 
point of providing a husband.

9  Note that this table was created on the basis of the version of the OED before the 2007 draft revision; in the latest 
version, the senses are arranged rather differently.

http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-p3.html#pope
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-w3.html#wordsw
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-s.html#scott
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3. To come, arrive or appear before, to precede.

NP (+)

a1766 F. SHERIDAN Sidney Bidulph V. 6, I am an 
early riser, yet my lord V  prevented me the next 
morning, for I found him in the parlour when I came 
down stairs.

5. To forestall, balk, or baffle by previous or 
precautionary measures. 

NP (+/-)

1737 WHISTON Josephus, Antiq. II. x. §2 Moses 
prevented the enemies, and..led his army before those 
enemies were apprized.

6. To preclude a person or other agent from, 
deprive of a purpose, expectation, etc.

NP(+) from NP(-)

NP(+) of NP(-)

1813 L. HUNT in Examiner 15 Feb. 97/2 A wall 
prevents me from this sight. 

1755 B. MARTIN Mag. Arts & Sc. XV. I. 101, I 
should scarce regret Death so much on any worldly 
Account as preventing me of so desirable a Sight.

7. To stop, keep, hinder a person or other agent 
from doing something.

NP(+/-) from -ing

NP(+/-) -ing

NP (+) (ellipsis)

No expressed complement (ellipsis)

1875 JOWETT Plato (ed. 2) V. 352 There is nothing to 
prevent us from considering..the subject of law.

1874 G. W. DASENT Half a Life II. 275, I know of 
no accident that ought to prevent you being in the first 
class.

1758 BLACKSTONE Comm. I. 24 The intention is 
evidently this; by preventing private teachers within the 
walls of the city...

 1814 CARY Dante, Paradise XXXI. 22 Through the 
universe..celestial light Glides freely, and no obstacle 
prevents. 

8. To provide beforehand against the occurrence 
of something;
To render an act or event impracticable or 
impossible by anticipatory action; 
To preclude, stop, hinder.

NP (-)

-ing

Poss -ing

1863 GEO. ELIOT Romola xxviii, He ..had produced 
the very impression he had sought to prevent. 

 1769 GOLDSM. Hist. Rome (1786) I. Pref. 6 It was 
found no easy matter to prevent crowding the facts. 

1847 MARRYAT Childr. N. Forest xxi, I shall not 
prevent your going.

9. To keep sth from befalling oneself; to escape, 
evade or avoid by timely action.

NP (-)

1710 SHAFTESBURY Charac. (1737) I. III. i. 290 
The surest method to prevent good sense, is to set up 
something in the room of it.

11. To use preventive measures.

that not + subjunctive

but that + subjunctive

1723 Present St. Russia II. 122 The Design..was, to 
prevent that no body might be sent to meet me.

1656 EARL OF MONMOUTH tr. Boccalini's Advts.  
fr. Parnass. I. xiv. (1674) 17 It was impossible to 
prevent, but that a pair of shooes..should in process of 
time become torn. 

http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-m4.html#earl-of-monmouth
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-s2.html#shaftesbury
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-m2.html#marryat
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-g.html#goldsm
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-e.html#geo-eliot
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-c.html#cary
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-b2.html#blackstone
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-d.html#g-w-dasent
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-j.html#jowett
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-m2.html#b-martin
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-h4.html#l-hunt
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-w2.html#whiston
http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-s2.html#f-sheridan
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13.b. To preoccupy, prejudice a person's mind. 

NP (+)

1718 J. CHAMBERLAYNE Relig. Philos. (1730) 
Ded., Endeavouring to prevent your Lordship in Favour 
of my Author.

Table 1. The senses and complements of prevent in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries according to the OED

Note that the different complementation patterns are grouped as in the OED, according to a 

particular sense of prevent. For this reason, NP -ing (the type prevent me going) and NP from -ing 

(the type prevent me from going) are included in the same slot in the table, as are NP from NP and 

NP of NP, and likewise poss-ing (prevent your going) and -ing (prevent crowding the facts). This 

means that according to the OED, there are no major meaning differences between these pairs. One 

note under the sentential NP from-ing and NP -ing complements in the OED is worth mentioning: 

“prevent me going appears to be short for prevent me from going, perh[aps] influenced by prevent  

my going”. This suggests that the poss-ing construction (my going) is an earlier use than NP -ing (me 

going), even though there are examples of the NP-ing in the OED even from the 17th century. 

Furthermore, the OED does not make a meaning distinction between the -ing complements (prevent  

going there) and the poss-ing (prevent my going) complements. 

All in all, there are only three different main senses for sentential complementation patterns 

(7, 8, and 11), while nominal complements in general can have seven different senses. Moreover, the 

nominal complements can be divided into prepositional NPs and simple NPs. The prepositional NP 

complements, NP from NP, NP of NP, and NP in NP, are each related to one particular sense. The 

simple NPs, on the other hand, can have different senses partly according to whether the referent of 

the NP is +human or not. For example, senses 1 and 9 seem to allow only -human objects, whereas 

senses 3 and 13 allow only +human objects. Sense 5 allows both. As part of the sentential 

complementation patterns NP from -ing and NP-ing, the object NP of prevent can have both +human 

or -human reference, and the meaning of the pattern does not change according to this feature, 

judging by the quotations provided by the OED. The following examples illustrate this point:

(1) 1839 KEIGHTLEY Hist. Eng. II. 33 Henry took due precautions to prevent 
the bull from getting into his dominions.

(2) 1711 SWIFT Conduct of Allies Wks. 1765 IX. 104 So great a number of 
troops..as should be able to..prevent the enemy from erecting their magazines.

http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-c2.html#j-chamberlayne
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Both examples have the meaning of stopping, keeping, or hindering an agent from doing something, 

irrespective of whether that agent is human or not. The same is true of the NP -ing examples:

(3)  1718 J. FOX Wanderer 147 A free Confession...easily prevents a little 
Error growing to a great Evil.

(4) 1807 SOUTHEY Let. N. Lightfoot 24 Apr., Circumstances have 
prevented me going to Portugal.

However, the complement NP (+) is also listed together with the sentential NP from-ing and 

NP -ing complements in the table, with the note “ellipsis” in parentheses - this means that the 

sentential complement after the object NP has been ellipted, but the meaning is still the same as it 

would be with a sentential complement. This is a fine example of an optional complement, as 

defined in Quirk et al. (1985, see section 3.2). In the definition of Biber et al. (1999:156), ellipsis is 

“the omission of elements which are precisely recoverable from the linguistic or situational context”. 

If the meaning of prevent NP (+) is not that of sense 7, there is no ellipsis, and the complement is a 

simple NP. In addition, when there is no object NP and no complement present, the only possibility 

during the period from the 18th century to present-day is sense 7, according to the OED. The 

grammars consulted for this thesis also consider prevent a transitive verb (e.g. Quirk et al., 1985).

Sense 8 is noted in the OED as the chief current sense, with an additional note that “in the 

earlier quot[ation]s the notion of anticipating or acting previously is generally prominent; in modern 

use that of frustrating”. Following this observation, I have categorized all those nominal 

complements in my data that belong to sense 8 as having one of three subsenses listed in the table 

above, here repeated as follows: 8.a) “to provide beforehand against the occurrence of something”; 

8.b) “to render an act or event impracticable or impossible by anticipatory action”; and 8.c) “to 

preclude, stop, hinder”. In my interpretation, the subsenses a) and b) both include the notion of 

anticipation, while c) is only concerned with frustrating, without any anticipatory measures having 

been used prior to the occurrence of the act or event to be prevented. In the analysis of my data, I 

hope to find out to what extent this observation by the OED is true, in other words, whether the 

subsenses a) and b) dominate in the earlier centuries, and c) in present-day English. 
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4.1.2 Visser (1973)

Visser (1973: 2352) says that prevent has been used since the end of the 15th century, and is “now 

often found with from before the form in -ing”. Visser (ibid.) gives the following interesting quote 

from a prescriptive American grammar, The Origins & Development of the English Language 

(1964:241), where NP -ing with prevent is considered incorrect use: “It is doubtful that either Sir 

Richard or Daniel would pass American College Board Examination, for Sir Richard also says 

'prevent him getting back next term'..”. This statement begs the question whether NP -ing has 

formerly been in more frequent use in American English, possibly as late as the 1960s, at least 

frequent enough to be noticed by prescriptively oriented grammarians, even though Mair (2002) has 

found no examples of prevent with NP-ing in the Brown corpus. 

Examples of the NP-ing pattern are given from 16th century onwards. Examples of the 

from-ing pattern, on the other hand, are only given from the 18th century onwards. In the OED, the 

earliest examples of both NP -ing and NP from -ing date from the 17th century. As for the poss-ing 

construction in general, Visser (1973: 2362) says that this construction has appeared in print in the 

16th century, and spread rapidly in the 18th and subsequent centuries to be used alongside NP -ing 

with the accusative forms him, us, it, you, and me. With prevent, examples of poss-ing are given 

from the 18th century onwards, but with an additional note (ibid: 2363) that since the 19th century 

this pattern has declined dramatically in frequency with prevent. According to Visser (ibid: 2364), 

such a decline has not taken place with any other verb. 

4.2 Prevent in the literature and previous research

In this section, I give an account of how different grammars describing present-day English define 

the different complementation patterns of prevent, first dealing with the nominal complements, and 

then with the sentential ones.
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4.2.1 Nominal complements

Rather surprisingly, only one of the grammars that were consulted mentioned the option of nominal 

complements without a following sentential complement with prevent (i.e. when there is no ellipsis 

of the sentential complement). Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 657) note that many prevention verbs 

permit “not only a direct object denoting the preventee (prevent him from seeing it) but also - - a 

direct object denoting the action prevented (prevent it)”. The latter example refers to the type used 

with sense 8 in the OED, noted as the “chief current sense”, which is used with -human noun 

phrases, as well as poss-ing and -ing complements.

Besides the simple nominal complements, the prepositional noun phrase NP from NP is 

noted in the OED as rare or merged in the sentential complement NP from -ing (sense 7), and NP in 

NP is noted as archaic and rare in the OED. None of the grammars discussed here mentioned either 

of these patterns, nor the possibility of a +human simple noun phrase as a complement of prevent  

(i.e. those that are not just cases of the NP from-ing pattern with ellipsis of the from-ing complement, 

but connected to a different sense of prevent). This may indicate that such complements are rare with 

prevent in present-day English, or no longer possible at all.

4.2.2. Sentential complements

According to Palmer (1965: 205), Poutsma (1926: 64), Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 657), and 

Visser (1973: 2372), prevent characteristically selects the complementation pattern NP from -ing 

(prevent me from going). In American English, this variant is the only possibility (e.g. Rohdenburg, 

1995: 87; Dixon, 1995: 217). Poutsma (1926: 64) adds that two other sentential patterns, V Poss -ing 

(prevent my going) and V NP-ing (prevent me going), are also found and used interchangeably with 

the V NP from-ing pattern. Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 657) and Quirk et al. (1995: 1194) also 

acknowledge the existence of the NP-ing pattern (prevent me going).

According to Mair (2002: 112), the gerundial complement poss-ing, as in prevent my 

going, is archaic and very rare in present-day English with prevent. According to Huddleston and 
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Pullum (2002: 468), this kind of construction is an offshoot from the regular possessive noun phrase, 

e.g. Kim's father:  the originally nominal gerund started to behave like a head of a clause, and the 

possessive took on the function of subject of the clause, instead of being only a possessive 

determiner in a noun phrase. Huddleston and Pullum (ibid.) note that poss-ing could be described as 

some kind of nominal-verbal hybrid construction, but that it is better to regard the genitive as having 

been reanalyzed as a clause subject: this is possible because in informal style it can be changed into 

accusative or plain case. In Huddleston and Pullum's (ibid.) analysis, the historical process of the 

gerund changing from noun to verb has been taken a step further with the construction with 

accusative (e.g. prevent me going): there is nothing noun-like about this structure. The preference for 

the non-genitive in informal style can be seen as regularizing the clausal construction into a more 

verbal one, rather than having a remnant of its nominal origin in the subject. Huddleston and Pullum 

(2002) seem to suggest that poss-ing is an earlier construction than acc-ing (me going) in general.

Whereas Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1238) note that passivization is restricted to the 

prepositional prevent NP from-ing pattern and that exceptions are very marginal, Poutsma (1926: 

649-650) has found one example of the passive with prevent NP-ing (italics in the original):

(1) He had been prevented going. (Jane Austen: Pride and Prejudice, Ch. LI, 
p.312)

This sentence from Austen's novel is, of course, from older times. It may be that the passive use 

with NP -ing was still possible before the 20th century.

To this day, not one completely satisfactory reason for the omissibility of the from with the 

-ing participle has been given. Quirk et al. (1995: 1194) analyze prevent as a ditransitive verb, the 

preposition from acting as a second object, and it is thus optional. Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 

657) describe the semantic function of from as giving the following -ing participle the role of an 

"intended action as a spatial goal"; whether this means that this semantic role is absent from the -ing 

participles not preceded by from is unclear. If this statement is to be interpreted in this way, then it 

could possibly be compared to the two distinct meanings of prevent that Rudanko (2003: 278) gives, 

namely the “act on” and “bring about” readings (mentioned in 3.4). Essentially, in the “act on” 
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reading only the -ing form has the role of a goal of action (with prevent, though, this goal is not 

achieved), while in the “bring about” reading the notional subject of the -ing form together with the 

-ing form itself share this role of a goal of action. It is not clear whether this is what Huddleston & 

Pullum (ibid.) had in mind, i.e. that while the -ing form in NP from-ing would have the role of a 

goal, in NP -ing the -ing form would share this role together with its subject. 

Ideally, these readings would be connected to different complementational patterns in 

accordance with Bolinger's (1986) generalisation, as was suggested in 3.4, and Rudanko (2003: 280) 

has tried to find some regularity in this respect. Drawing on Dixon (1995: 217), Rudanko (2003: 

278) says that the from-less form possibly involves a sense of immediacy, while NP from-ing would 

be used in less specific contexts where there is no "direct interaction between the referent of the 

matrix subject and the referent of the matrix object". Even so, it is not too difficult to find examples 

of NP from-ing where direct means are employed between the subject and the object, as one of 

Rudanko's examples shows (ibid: 280, 13.c). 

One theory of a phenomenon that may at least partially apply to the complementation of 

prevent is Rohdenburg's (1996: 151) Complexity Principle. The principle claims that the 

grammatically more "explicit" variant (from-ing in the case of prevent) is used in cognitively 

complex environments, such as passivized sentences, or sentences where there are long object noun 

phrases or other intervening constructions between the matrix predicate and the participle. As has 

been stated, prevent can select only the prepositional NP from-ing complement when it is 

passivized, only one exception having been found (see Poutsma's (1926) example above). That the 

prepositional pattern prevent me from going is exclusively used in passivized sentences is strong 

proof that Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity Principle applies to prevent, at least partially. 

Babováková (2005) has studied the length of the intervening constructions between the 

matrix predicate prevent and the participle (including the object), using the ICAME corpora (LOB, 

FLOB, Brown, and Frown), and the Collins Cobuild corpora US ephemera, UK ephemera, US 

books and UK books. The complexity of the -ing participle was also examined. The results were 
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such that object NPs larger than four items10 chose the from-ing participle in 57-100% of the cases, 

when all corpora were considered together; the lead in comparison with NP-ing was from 2 to 32%. 

With object NPs larger than five items, from -ing was chosen in 71% of the cases, with a steady 

increase. This pattern follows the Complexity Principle quite neatly.

With an object NP of one item, however, NP from-ing was chosen in 58% of the cases. 

With pronominal object NPs, from-ing was used in 60% of the cases (e.g. prevent me from going), 

and in 69% of the cases with nominal objects of one item (e.g. prevent wind from getting in). This is 

contrary to the prediction of the Complexity Principle, because the more explicit prepositional 

participle should not be needed so often with short object NPs. The complexity of the -ing 

participles, on the other hand, was studied so that they were divided into full verbs, and copular 

verbs and auxiliary verbs. It turned out that auxiliary verbs as the -ing participle were chosen a little 

more often with NP -ing, but overall no clear patterns emerged. All in all, the most important 

finding in Babováková's (2005) study was that the growing size of the object NP does increasingly 

favour NP from -ing – but with pronominal objects and nominal objects of one item, the trend 

seemed to be contrary to the prediction of the Complexity Principle. 

However, one further aspect of Rohdenburg's (1996) principle is that it also assumes the 

more explicit complement (NP from -ing in the case of prevent) to have spread diachronically at the 

expense of the less explicit alternative (NP -ing with prevent). It is especially this aspect of the 

principle that this thesis hopes to explore: the aim is to find out whether the NP from-ing pattern has 

advanced in frequency over centuries, and whether this has happened at the expense of the less 

explicit NP -ing pattern. This point is also particularly interesting because Visser (1973: 2352) gives 

examples of NP-ing with prevent even from the 16th century, whereas in the OED the earliest 

examples of both NP from-ing and NP -ing date back to the 17th century. In other words, both 

variants have come to be used roughly around the same time, but the question remains how frequent 

they were in relation to each other.

10  “Item” here does not mean lexical item, but any word in a sentence separated from others by spaces. In other words, 
nouns, modifiers, articles, and other determiners alike were all included in the count. 
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On the variation between the types prevent me from going and prevent me going, Mair 

(2002) has made an observation that when comparing the LOB and FLOB corpora of British English 

(from the 1960s and 1990s respectively), the pattern prevent me going seems to have gone through a 

rapid increase in frequency. Following this observation, Mair predicted that the two patterns co-

existing in present-day British English, prevent me from going and prevent me going, either continue 

to be used on an equal basis, or prevent me going may continue to become even more frequent and 

eventually be exclusively used in British English, whereas in American English prevent me from 

going would be exclusively used. The latter prediction is appealing but unlikely, judging by the fact 

that NP from-ing is still almost exclusively used in passivized sentences (e.g. Huddleston and 

Pullum, 2002: 1238, see above), and undoubtedly it is the easier option with complex structures like 

long and complex object NPs after prevent (e.g. Babováková, 2005, also see above). 

Heyvaert et al. (2005) conducted a study on the variation between -ing forms choosing a 

subject in the possessive case (my going) and those choosing a subject in the accusative case (me 

going). In the study, prevent was found in only 32 instances to occur with the poss-ing type in the 

whole Collins Cobuild corpus, as against 120 instances with acc -ing (see Table 2 below). NP from-

ing, however, was overwhelmingly predominant with prevent with 367 instances (71% of the total).

Heyvaert et al. (2005: 84) also mention previous studies on prevent, conducted by van Ek 

(1966) and Kirsten (1957, cited in van Ek, 1966). Van Ek studied various kinds of texts from 1950 

to 1964, and Kirsten studied some novels from the 18th and 19th centuries. The following table 

presents their results, together with the figures from the study by Heyvaert et al. (2005: 84). The type 

prevent my going is labelled as “poss-ing”, the type prevent me going as “acc-ing”, and prevent me 

from going as “NP from-ing”. 

prevent poss -ing prevent acc -ing prevent NP from -ing
Kirsten 18th century 25 (30%) 8 (10%) 49 (60%)
Kirsten 19th century 48 (53%) 5 (6%) 37 (41%)
Van Ek 1950-1964 2 (5%) 14 (38%) 21 (57%)
Cobuild corpus 32 (6%) 120 (23%) 367 (71%)

Table 2. The sentential complements of prevent in earlier studies 
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As can be seen from the table, the studies by van Ek (1966) and Heyvaert et al. (2005) have similar 

results for 20th century English: the poss-ing complement is rare indeed with prevent, in agreement 

with the grammars that were consulted. Interestingly, the acc-ing complement seems to have 

declined in use from the middle of the 20th century to present-day in favour of NP from-ing, which 

has experienced a rise in frequency by 14%, from 57% to 71%.  However, it is not known what 

kinds of texts exactly were used in Van Ek's (1966) study, so these figures should be considered 

merely suggestive. Kirsten's (1957) diachronic study is of more interest: the poss-ing type seems to 

have been much more common in the earlier centuries, with a curious rise in frequency during the 

19th century, which is followed by a dramatic drop towards present-day English. As was noted 

earlier, according to Visser (1973: 2364) prevent is the only verb with which there has been such a 

decline with the poss-ing pattern. The NP from -ing type is by far the most common complement 

with prevent in the 18th century data, whereas in the 19th century data it competes with poss-ing. 

However, the NP-ing, or acc-ing, is also represented by a handful of examples during the earlier 

centuries. Even though the sizes of the data sets used in the above mentioned studies is not 

mentioned in Heyvaert et al. (2005), these results will nevertheless be interesting to compare with 

those from the present study.

5 Methods

In this chapter, I explain the methods used in gathering the data of present-day British English for 

this thesis. Because all available instances of the verb under study were gathered from the historical 

corpora, Corpus of Late Modern English Texts (CLMET) and Early American Fiction (EAF), no 

special methods were needed with these corpora. The British National Corpus (BNC), on the other 

hand, is such a huge collection of texts that analyzing all the instances of the verb prevent found in 

this corpus in depth would be impossible (a lemma search for prevent gives 10,439 hits altogether). 

Instead, several methods were used to acquire data both for the quantitative and qualitative parts of 

this study.  
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There are two search facilities available for use with the BNC which allow various efficient 

and highly modifiable ways of collecting data for both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Because 

these programs are not, however, available to everyone, it is important to explain in detail the 

process of compiling the data. Moreover, the methods used in this thesis must be explained clearly 

so that any possible weaknesses in them that the author may have missed can be taken note of, and 

taken into account when the data are discussed.  

5.1 The Word Sketch Engine

The Word Sketch Engine search facility11 was used in order to find out the total number of tokens of 

each inflectional verb form of prevent, especially with respect to the two prominent sentential 

complementation patterns (the types prevent me from going and prevent me going). This quantitative 

starting point was chosen in order to supplement previous research in which no explanation has been 

offered for the roughly equal variation of the above mentioned two patterns (e.g. Mair, 2002; see 

section 4.2.2). In order to examine their variation in the 100 million word corpus BNC, the only 

feasible method is using a search tool to obtain the raw figures.

Each verb form of prevent was first queried separately, and each resulting concordance was 

then filtered with a CQL (Corpus Query Language) string. In the filter tool, the CQL string 

[word="from"][tag="V.*G"] was used to include only NP from-ing examples in the concordance, 

and the string [tag="N.*|PN.|DT0"][tag="V.*G"]12 was used to include only NP -ing examples in the 

concordance. The search span was set positive from positions 1 to 7 after the key term, except in the 

case of the string for NP from-ing with the verb form prevented, when a span of 2 to 8 items after 

the key term was used. This is because from cannot usually be in position 1 after prevent (Quirk et 

al, 1985, for example, list prevent as a transitive verb); the only exception is when the verb form 

prevented is in the passive voice. These passive verb forms are excluded from the main focus of this 

study because NP from -ing is practically the only variant possible with prevented in the passive in 

11 Available from http://www.sketchengine.co.uk 
12 The tag N.* stands for common nouns, DT0 for demonstrative pronouns and PN for all other pronouns, and V.*G for 
the -ing forms. 

http://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
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present-day English (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002: 1238; see section 4.2.2). This is demonstrated 

by the two examples below (created by the author):

(1) He was prevented from leaving the scene of crime. *He was prevented 
leaving the scene of crime.

(2) He was prevented by the police from leaving the scene of crime. *He was 
prevented by the police leaving the scene of crime.

Thus, excluding position 1 (by using a span of 2 to 8) after prevented should exclude most unwanted 

passive examples when searching for examples of the pattern NP from-ing. Passive examples where 

prevented was immediately followed by a by-agent still had to be located and excluded individually. 

With the NP -ing examples there is no such problem, as prevented NP -ing in the passive voice is 

considered ungrammatical or very rare (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002; also see the examples 

above). In order to find out just how rare this pattern is, passive NP-ing examples were searched 

with the help of the BNC Web search facility, to be explained in 5.2.

The search span was then with all verb forms of prevent from 1 to 7 when NP-ing examples 

were searched for. However, the CQL string for the NP-ing pattern is tricky in that the string does 

not exclude the word from, and cases where the -ing form is only part of an adjunct clause are more 

likely to come up, so the results had to be checked carefully. 

The search span of 1 to 7 (and 2 to 8 for prevented when searching for NP from -ing 

examples) was chosen because it allows for easy identification of the complements in the 

concordance that the Sketch Engine produces, as there are about seven items immediately seen to 

the right of the key term when using the KWIC (key word in context) view. Moreover, this span is 

probably large enough to include the majority of examples with sentential complements, and any 

examples where the type of complementation could not be confirmed in the KWIC view were in any 

case checked, so it is highly unlikely that any are missing from the count. Because previous research 

(Babováková: 2005) has covered data where the -ing participle comes only later in the sentence, and 

concluded that these examples are very rare, they were not included in the quantitative part of this 

study, and are assumed to have no major effect on the overall figures. Ideally, the procedure of 

filtering the concordances produced by simple searches by each verb form with a CQL string, and 
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setting the appropriate search span should give practically all relevant examples of a particular 

complement type from the whole corpus.

The prepositional nominal complementation pattern NP from NP (the type I prevented him 

from action) was searched for with a lemma search, after which the concordance was filtered with 

the phrase from within a span of 1 to 10. This search gave numerous irrelevant examples, mostly 

sentential ones, but most likely all examples of this prepositional pattern were found. Another type 

of nominal complementation, the type prevent + personal pronoun, was also searched for with the 

Sketch Engine. In this case, the concordance produced by a simple lemma search was filtered with 

the phrase me|you|him|her|us|them, within a span of 1 to 1 after the key term. The aim was to find 

examples of prevent with +human simple NP complements.

Subcorpora can be created both in the Sketch Engine and the BNC Web, and as they both 

use the BNC as their database, the same metatextual categories are available in both. The following 

categories served as subcorpora in the Sketch Engine: the ”spoken” subcorpus, which contained too 

few examples of prevent to be divided any further (e.g. into context-governed and demographic 

sections); the written subcorpus, which is the whole written part of the BNC; the written-to-be-

spoken subcorpus, which comprises texts written with the purpose of being read aloud; the written 

subcorpora of texts from domains labelled as imaginative and informative (presumably, fiction and 

non-fiction), the latter of which was further divided into eight subsections; and three subcorpora 

according to the time period when the texts were written (spoken texts excluded): 1960-1974, 1975-

1984 and 1985-1993.

It should be noted that the three subsections according to the time periods listed above 

contain drastically different amounts of texts: 47 texts in the first (1,741,623 words), 170 texts in the 

second (4,726,435 words), and 3675 texts in the third period (89,343,984 words)13, so 

straightforward comparison from a diachronic point of view with previous studies is not possible 

with the BNC. The “informative” and “imaginative” subcorpora, set up in the Sketch Engine, are 

also different in size: 3577 documents in the first and 477 in the second one. The BNC Handbook 

13 Word counts obtained from the BNC Web, by creating the subcorpora according to the time periods.  
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(Aston and Burnard, 1998: 29) states that imaginative texts account for only 25% of the written 

texts, and they consist of works published from 1960 onwards, whereas all the informative texts 

have been gathered only from 1975 onwards. According to the handbook (ibid: 30), imaginative 

texts in general account for ”less than 25 per cent of published output”, and the decision to collect 

fictional works published from 1960 onwards was motivated by their ”longer 'shelf-life'”; but the 

majority, 75%, of the imaginative texts were published in 1975 or later. For these reasons, it may 

not be entirely convenient to use the BNC for diachronic studies concerning only the 20th century, 

especially if one wants to compare fictional and non-fictional texts from this angle. 

5.2 The BNC Web

In the BNC Web, the same subcorpora were set up as in the Sketch Engine, as well as some more 

specific subcorpora, in order to get information and more context for the examples more 

conveniently. One additional subcorpus created in the BNC Web is a collection of newspaper texts, 

classified as such according to the Genre Classification Scheme by David Lee (term adopted from 

the BNC Web manual14; see Appendix 4 for a list of the category labels created by Lee for text 

types, also listed in the BNC Web and the BNC Web Manual15). Another additional subcorpus 

consists of texts where prevent occurred most frequently, to be referred to as the “High Frequency” 

texts (see Appendix 2 for details on this subcorpus). 

There was no particular reason for choosing to create a subcorpus of newspaper texts. The 

motivation behind the High Frequency subcorpus, on the other hand, is to find out whether any 

possible semantic distinctions between the NP from -ing and NP -ing variants can be found in 

examples of both patterns occurring in one and the same text.   

The tag sequence search available in the BNC Web was used for searching for the poss-ing 

and simple -ing complements (the types prevent my singing and prevent singing). With the poss-ing 

complements, the tag sequence was set so that the first position after the search word (one of the 

14 http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/   
15  http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/genres.html.    

http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/genres.html
http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/
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verb forms of prevent) was filled by a word tagged as DPS, and the second position by a word 

tagged as VVG. DPS stands for a possessive determiner, and VVG for an -ing form. This search 

should produce almost all instances of the poss-ing complement, although sentences where the 

complement is preceded by an adverb, for example, will not be caught (e.g. He prevented forcefully  

my going there). With the simple -ing forms, the tag sequence simply had VVG, an -ing form, in 

first position after the search word. This setting will not produce any examples of hyphenated -ing 

forms, e.g. sheep-shearing, but these can be assumed to be quite rare. The same search method was 

also used for finding any passive examples of prevented NP -ing, as the -ing form would be in first 

position after prevented in such cases (e.g. I was prevented going); in addition, position 1 before 

prevented was marked as any form of the verb be.

6. CLMET 1 (1710-1780)

In this chapter, I present my data from the extended version of the first part of the CLMET corpus 

(hereafter CLMET 1). First, I give an overview of which complements were found, and then I 

discuss the nominal and sentential complements in separate sections.

6.1. Overview

Table 3 below shows the number of tokens of each complementation pattern found in the data, 

followed by their percentages out of the total in the second last right-hand column. The percentages 

of each complementation pattern are also given in relation to the different verb forms of prevent, 

with the total of tokens of each complementation pattern for each verb form in the bottom row. The 

last column gives the normalized frequency of each complementation pattern per one million words, 

i.e. the number of occurrences of the pattern per one million words16. These figures will be 

considered when comparing these results with those from the other corpora in later chapters, as they 

are more reliable than raw frequencies when comparing corpora of different sizes17

16 The figures were rounded to nearest 0.1 occurrences of a pattern per one million words.
17 Biber et al., 1998: 263.
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CLMET 1 Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm.fr.
NP from-ing 47 (47%) 3 (3%) 7 (7%) 43 (43%) 100   (18%) 33.3
NP from -ing (pass) - - - 10 (100%) 10  (1,8%) 3.3
NP -ing 9 (82%) - 1 (4%) 1 (4%) 11  (2%) 3.7
Np -ing (pass) - - - 1 (100%) 1   (0,18%) 0.3
-ing 7 (88%) 1 (12%) -            - 8 (1,45%) 2.7
NP to -infinitive - - 1 (100%)            - 1  (0,18%) 0.3
Poss-ing 48 (81%) 3 (5%) - 11 (14%) 62  (11,3%) 20.7
NP from NP 3 (38%) - - 5 (62%) 8   (1,45%) 2.7
NP in NP - - - 1 (100%) 1    (0,18%) 0.3
NP 218(62,3%) 18 (5%) 21 (6%) 93 (26,7%) 350(63,2%) 116.7
0 complement - - 1 (100%) - 1  (0,18%) 0.3
Total 332 (60%) 25 (4,5%) 31 (5,6%) 165 (29,9%)  553(100%) 184.3

Table 3. Complementation patterns of prevent in CLMET 1 (extended version)

The table shows that the simple NP complements form the vast majority among the 

complementation patterns of prevent, representing 63,2% of the total number of tokens of all 

complements.

(1) Early activity may prevent late and fruitless violence. (CLMET 1 extended: 
1710-1780. Burke - Thoughts on the present discontents, Line 2877)

The next most common complement is the NP from-ing pattern:

(2) The pretence was to prevent the King from being enslaved by a faction... 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780 Burke: Thoughts on the present discontents, 
Line 1420)

This pattern represents 19,8% of the total when active and passive uses are combined. The third 

most common complementation pattern is the poss-ing complement, representing 11,3% of the data:

(3) ...as I said before, great care is taken to prevent your being carried away.. 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Fielding - the governess, Line 1484)

The sentential complement NP -ing common in present-day British English18 represents 

only 2,18% of the data, while NP from NP and simple -ing both follow with 1,45%. Each pattern is 

demonstrated below in the same order:

18 As was mentioned in section 4.3, Mair’s (2002) study demonstrated the ratio of NP from-ing vs. NP -ing to be 58:31 
in LOB and FLOB combined; the study did not take into account the nominal complements.
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(4) The equality of rank between these functionaries did not prevent their 
functions being, even in their origin, distinct... (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780 
Gibbons – Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Line 20540)

(5) it is impossible to prevent it, except by such means as must prevent all 
property from its natural operation... (CLMET 1 extended:1710-1780 Burke - 
thoughts on the present discontents, Line 647)

(6) ..for he had the utmost difficulty to prevent laughing in her face (CLMET 1 
extended:1710-1780. Fielding - amelia, Line 3755)

An interesting finding was one instance of the NP -ing complement in passive, which is 

very rare in present-day English (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002: 1238):

(7) There was only added, she was sorry, but from what penchant she had not 
considered, that she had been prevented telling me her story... (CLMET 1 
extended:1710-1780. Sterne - a sentimental journey through france and italy, 
Line 1494)

However, even when compared to only 10 instances found of NP from-ing in the passive voice, the 

passive NP -ing may only be a curiosity.

One occurrence was found of the pattern NP to -infinitive:

(8)  ... was the crisis for destroying or supporting the Protestant religion in this 
nation, did therefore improve all opportunities for preventing a Protestant Prince 
to succeed her; and as the pope's excommunication of Queen Elizabeth had both 
by the judgment and practice .. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780.  Cibber - the 
lives of the poets 1, Line 8294)

It would seem that the to-infinitival construction could be interpreted both as a complement and an 

adjunct. If it is a complement, the sentence would roughly mean “to prevent a Protestant Prince from 

succeeding her (presumably Queen Elizabeth)”, and if it is an adjunct, the sentence would mean “to 

prevent a Protestant Prince, who is to succeed her”. Its analysis as a complement seems more 

natural; in the latter analysis, with the to-infinitival clause as an adjunct, the only complement is a 

+human NP, the meaning of which is difficult to determine with so little context. The interpretation 

of the pattern where prevent is followed by a +human NP could be that the person referred to as her 

was trying to act more quickly than the Protestant Prince (sense 2 in the OED, see Table 1 in section 

4.1.1), or that she came or arrived before the Prince (sense 3), or that she preoccupied or prejudiced 

the Prince's mind (sense 13.b). 
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None of these interpretations can be confirmed with the context available. Since the 

meaning of the to-infinitival clause can be logically connected to the usual meaning of prevent with 

a +human object NP, i.e. “to prevent a person from doing something”, it may be possible to classify 

the to -infinitival construction as a complement. Moreover, Visser (1973: 2296) has also found one 

instance of this pattern with prevent, notably also from the 18th century (italics in the original):

(9) ..to prevent his children to be kept by the parish.(1724, Defoe, Roxana (Abbey 
Classics) 89)

Furthermore, Vosberg (2006: 149, 155) has found as many as three occurrences of to-infinitival with 

prevent: one from the 17th century, and two from the 1990s. 

(10) ... he had rather part with his Blood then his Money, had not the wound in 
his right arm prevented him to make use of his sword. (Anonymous, The French 
Rogue, 1672)

(11) Now, nobody has the right, in my mind, to prevent us to defend ourselves. 
(Washington Times, 1992)

(12) ...thus preventing them to come to full term and being born. (Los Angeles 
Times, 1995)

The to-infinitival pattern is not recorded with prevent in the OED, but judging by these examples, it 

can occasionally appear with prevent. The fact that the two more recent examples come from 

newspapers may be the decisive factor: newspapers are created at a fast pace, and even though they 

are proofread, it is not impossible that curiosities like these and other similarly unusual 

constructions in general slip through, and end up being published.

The NP in NP pattern is also represented by only one instance:

(13) Mrs Fitzpatrick very freely answered, "That she had been prevented in her 
purpose by the arrival of a person she need not mention. (CLMET 1 extended: 
1710-1780. Fielding - tom jones, line 8860)

This pattern belongs to sense 2 in the OED, and it can be used both with simple +human NPs as well 

as NP in NP constructions, judging by some of the examples given in the OED:

(14) 1758 BLACKSTONE Comm. I. Introd. 32 Perhaps..I could now..suggest 
a few hints in favour of university learning: but in these all who hear me, I 
know, have already prevented me. 

http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-b2.html#blackstone
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(15) 1776 GIBBON Decl. & F. vi. I. 154 The fortunate soil assisted, and even 
prevented, the hand of cultivation.

This sense is difficult to determine when there is not enough context, unless the prepositional phrase 

is present, because the simple +human object NPs can have several different, yet very similar 

meanings (see section 4.1.1, Table 1). This is why there might be more of these in the data than the 

one example given here.

Finally, the one instance of an ellipted complement is perhaps best interpreted as an 

ellipted simple NP, thus belonging to sense 8, in the form of a nominalization:

(16) This regulation, instead of preventing, has been found from experience to 
increase the evil of usury. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Smith - wealth of 
nations, Line 6978)

The meaning of the sentence is roughly “this regulation, instead of preventing the evil of usury, has 

been found to increase it”. That ellipsis can also apply to nominal complementation is not in 

accordance with the OED's account. In connection with sense 7, NP from -ing, it is noted that this 

sense occurs “often with constr. omitted”, and the only quotation from the 18th to 20th centuries with 

an ellipted object NP is included under this sense; the few truly intransitive uses of prevent are 

demonstrated by examples only from earlier centuries. Example (16) may also be a case of “Right 

Node Raising” (Postal, 1980: 176-177). Example (17) is adopted from Postal (ibid.):

(17) Jack may be – and Tony certainly is- a werewolf.

This phenomenon often applies when two identical constituents follow each other in disjoint 

clauses, causing the first one of the constituents to be deleted (Postal, 1980:177). Here the 

constituent deleted is werewolf. In (16), the deleted constituent would be the evil of usury. However, 

Postal (ibid.) notes that Right Node Raising can often be recognized by the use of dashes, indicating 

intonation breaks, but these would not work too well in the case of example (16), here reformulated 

as in (18). 

(18) ? This regulation – instead of preventing - has been found from experience 
to increase the evil of usury.  

http://dictionary.oed.com/help/bib/oed2-g.html#gibbon
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The most likely interpretation seems to be ellipsis of a nominal complement, connected to sense 8 in 

the OED, and not sense 7 as the OED suggests. 

All in all, it is rather surprising how common the nominal complements are in relation to 

sentential complements: all nominal complementation patterns of prevent represent together 65%, 

and the sentential complements together form only 35% of the data. This fact alone makes it all the 

more valid to study the nominal patterns in more detail. In the next sections, I examine the nominal 

and sentential complements separately in more detail. 

6.2 Nominal complements (CLMET 1)

In this section, I comment on the nominal complements mostly from a qualitative point of view, as 

regards the senses of prevent associated to them. The term “nominalization” is used for NPs that can 

be derived from verbs, as demonstrated in (1):

(1) ... he endeavoured to take all prudent precautions to prevent the commission of 
faults... (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Doddridge - the life of col. james gardiner, 
Line 2053)

The terms “pronoun (+), NP (+), NP (-) and pronoun (-)” stand simply for nouns and pronouns with 

+human and -human reference. Because pronouns are NPs as well, they are included together in the 

same slot with +/-human NPs, but the figures for NP +human and -human only include NPs other 

than pronouns. These terms will also be used in the later sections discussing the other corpora.

In the table, I have also included the sentential poss-ing and -ing complements. This is 

because they are included together with nominal complements under sense 8 in the OED, and in 

order to determine which of the subsenses of 8 are predominant, all instances of this sense must be 

considered together. Discussing this particular sense separately on two occasions in the separate 

sections for the nominal and sentential complements is not convenient in this case.  

The nominal complements were classified according to the sense they have by using the 

definitions and classifications in the OED. The main objective was to find out if the subsenses 8.a 
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and 8.b are in fact more common in the 18th century than 8.c, as the OED claims, although it must be 

kept in mind that the distinctions between these subsenses are quite subtle. I also tried to determine 

whether any of the instances of a simple +human NP represent a sense other than 7, in other words, 

whether or not they are all cases of ellipsis of a sentential complement (i.e. prevent me from 

going/prevent me going).

Only those senses that were found in the data are represented in the table. The total 

numbers and percentages of each complementation pattern in relation to each other are in the right-

most column, and the totals and percentages for each sense are in the bottom row. Note that the 

poss-ing and -ing complements are not included in the total figure for the nominal complements at 

the bottom of the rightmost column; this is why the total does not match the figures on the bottom 

row, as here the sentential complements mentioned above are included, due to their sharing the same 

sense with some of the nominal complements.

CLMET 1 1.b To 
meet 
beforehand 
a desire

2. To 
anticipate 
in action

6. To 
preclude 
from sth

7. To 
hinder 
from 
doing sth

8.a To 
provide 
against 
sth

8.b To 
render 
impossibl
e

8.c To 
preclude, 
stop, 
hinder

Total

Nominalization 4 - - - 19 61 67 151 
(42,8%)

NP+
Pron +

-
-

-
-

-
-

10
25

-
-

-
-

-
-

10
25
(10%)

NP-
Pron -

-
-

1
-

-
-

-
-

30
6

45
29

29
15

107 
50
(44,6%)

NP from NP - - 8 - - - - 8 (2,3%)
NP in NP - 1 - - - - - 1 (0,3%)
Poss-ing - - - - 9 17 36 62 
-ing - - - - 3 4 2 9 
Total 6

(1,4%)
2 
(0,5%)

8 
(1,9%)

35 
(8,2%)

67
(15,8%

156 
(36,9%)

149 
(35,3%)

352
(100%)

Table 4. The senses of the nominal complements of prevent and the poss-ing and -ing complements in CLMET 1 
(extended version)

One interesting finding that emerges from this table is the large number of nominalizations: they are 

roughly as common as -human NPs, the former forming 42,8% and the latter 44,6% of the data. It 
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can be seen from the table that senses 8.b and 8.c are the most common in CLMET 1, forming 

36,9% and 35,3% of the total respectively, and 8.a only comes in at third place with 15,8%. 

Each subsense is demonstrated below, (2) representing sense 8.a, (3) 8.b, and (4) 8.c. 

(2) In that case, the slightest analogies are laid hold of, in order to prevent that 
indifference and ambiguity, which would be the source of perpetual dissension. 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Hume – Enquiry concerning the principles of 
morals, Line 656)

(3) She no sooner found herself alone, than she flew to her chamber, and locked 
herself in, to prevent being interrupted by any of the servants... (CLMET 1 
extended: 1710-1780.  Haywood - the fortunate foundlings, Line 741)

(4) As the emotions of the soul prevent any subtile reasoning and reflection, so 
these latter actions of the mind are equally prejudicial to the former. (CLMET 1 
extended: 1710-1780. Hume - treatise of human nature, Line 407)

Although the differences between the subsenses are rather subtle, it is possible in most cases to 

determine each with the help of the context. In (2), the thing to be prevented, indifference and 

ambiguity, is not something concrete that can be definitively hindered. Thus, one can only provide 

beforehand against the occurrence of such feelings. In (3), the woman quite effectively prevents 

herself from being interrupted by the servants by locking herself in – in other words, she renders it 

impossible by anticipatory measures. In (4), no anticipation can be involved because emotions 

cannot be seen as agents – rather, the idea is that they simply have a hindering influence on the mind 

of a person, so that the mind is incapable of using “subtile reasoning and reflection”.

The essential difference between senses 8.c and 8.a. and b is that with 8.c, the action taken 

by an agent to prevent something takes place right before the act or event that is to be prevented, 

whereas with 8.a and b this action takes place earlier than the act or event to be prevented, so that 

the action is premeditated, intentional and not spontaneous or impulsive. Contrary to 8.c, 8.a and b 

cannot involve a -human agent, like emotions in (4) above, as anticipation can only be related to a 

human agent. Moreover, when the act or event to be prevented in the case of sense 8.c is prevented 

by a -human agent, functioning as the subject of prevent, it may be a force of nature, an animal, or 

any event or phenomenon that cannot be controlled by a human. But even though in many cases 

these subsenses can be quite easily determined, there were also several cases where the context did 
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not provide enough information for analysis. 

Nevertheless, the figures given here can be taken as rough estimates. Senses 8.a and b 

together represent 52,7% of all senses, while 8.c only represents 35,3%. This is in accordance with 

the claim made by the OED that the notion of anticipation would be more prominent in earlier 

centuries. When sense 8 is considered separately, its subsenses 8.a and 8.b form 18% and 42% of all 

occurrences of this sense, prevailing together with 60% over 8.c. But as was noted above, these 

results should be understood as suggestive, not definitive.

The next most common type of NPs with one particular sense are the +human NPs and 

pronouns, with 8% of the total, and these were all cases of ellipsis of the sentential complement, as 

exemplified below:

(5) Amelia, who had no suspicion that Mrs. James was really at home, and, as the 
phrase is, was denied, would have made a second visit the next morning, had she 
not been prevented by a cold which she herself now got... (CLMET 1 extended: 
1710-1780. Fielding – amelia, Line 1911)

Here the idea is that Amelia had been prevented by a cold from making a second visit the next 

morning. In a similar fashion, it was possible to determine the rest of the examples of +human NP 

complements as having an ellipted sentential complement that can be recovered from the context. 

There were six examples of sense 1.b, “to meet beforehand or anticipate an objection, 

question, desire, etc.” This sense is demonstrated in examples (6) and (7) below:

(6) ...it shall be my study to prevent her wishes, and to make her care for herself 
unnecessary, by my anticipating kindness. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. 
Richardson - pamela, Line 14492,)

(7) ...however his wants were in a great measure prevented by the seasonable 
bounty of their kinsman Sir Francis Wooley, who entertained them several years 
at his house.. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Cibber - the lives of the poets 1, 
Line 6646)

The prepositional NP patterns, NP from NP and NP in NP, represent 1,9% and 0,5% of the 

data respectively. There were as many as eight examples of sense 6, “to preclude a person or other 

agent from something”. This sense is also easy to determine because of the prepositional form of the 

complement, exemplified in (8):

(8) They made Acts to restrain trade, as you do; and they prevented the Welsh 
from the use of fairs and markets, as you do the Americans from fisheries and 
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foreign ports. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Burke - on conciliation with 
america, Line 1188)

In seven of the eight examples of the NP from NP pattern, the latter NP was a nominalization, as in 

the above example (the use of fairs and markets). In one case, the second NP in the prepositional 

construction was not a nominalization, but the noun phrase following it was: 

(9) …whose slumbers (I fear) on a bed of down, were more restless and 
interrupted that night than mine would have been, even had not my father's 
present of the wand prevented me from the necessity of using the bed of grass... 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Fielding: the governess.)

The sentence could perhaps be reformulated as “the wand prevented me from necessarily using the 

bed of grass”. In any case, the majority of the cases can be regarded as variations of the sentential 

pattern NP from -ing. Indeed, the OED notes under sense 6, which is connected to the NP from NP 

pattern, that it is “now rare or merged in 7”, which is the sense used with the NP from -ing 

complementation pattern.

The one example of the NP in NP pattern is demonstrated below.

(10) That she had been prevented in her purpose by the arrival of a person she 
need not mention. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Fielding - tom jones, Line 
8860)

This pattern is included under the rare sense 2, “to act before or more quickly than another person or 

agent; to anticipate in action”. The other occurrence of this sense in CLMET 1 did not have the 

preposition in:

(11) The fortunate soil assisted, and even prevented, the hand of cultivation. 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Gibbon - decline and fall of the roman empire 
1, Line 2579)

In fact, example (11) is included as one of the quotations in the OED to demonstrate sense 2; it is 

listed in Table 1 in section 4.1.1 as an example of a non-prepositional NP with this sense. In all the 

other examples of this sense given in the OED, the object NP was more clearly +human. In this 

case, “the hand of cultivation” is technically -human, but it is to be interpreted as a metaphor 

referring indirectly to a human who will cultivate the soil. 
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6.3 Sentential complements (CLMET 1)

In this section, I give an overview of the sentential complements first in quantitative terms, then I try 

to determine whether the length of the object NP of prevent affects the choice between the NP from 

-ing and NP -ing complements. Because the OED classifies the poss-ing and simple -ing 

complements under sense 8, together with most nominal complements, they were already discussed 

from the semantic point of view in section 6.2 together with the nominal complements, and will not 

be studied any further in this section. The to -infinitival pattern was discussed in 6.1, and will not 

receive any special attention here. The allegedly competing sentential patterns NP from-ing and NP-

ing will not be analyzed from a semantic point of view here, nor whenever examining the historical 

data from the CLMET and EAF corpora. This aspect will be left for future studies to explore.

In Table 5 below, I give the numbers of tokens of each complement pattern, and the number 

of tokens of each verb form of prevent in relation to each complement. The associated percentages 

of each complement follow in the adjacent column. The numbers in parentheses with prevented 

indicate the numbers of instances out of the total in the passive voice.  

CLMET 1 NP from-
ing

 % NP -ing   %  -ing    % NP to 
-inf.

   % Poss 
-ing

    % Total 

Prevent      47 47,5       9 9     7 7     - - 36 36,5 99
Prevents       3 30       - -     1 10     - - 6 60 10
Preventing       7 58       1 8     - -     1 8 3 26 12
Prevented   53 (10) 73,6  2 (1) 2,8     - -      - - 17 23,6 72
Total      110   57      12  6,2     8 4       1    0,8 62 32 193

Table 5. The sentential complements of prevent in CLMET 1 (extended version)

Table 5 above shows that the NP from -ing construction was the most common sentential 

complementation pattern of prevent in the 18th century, representing 57% of the data, and especially 

with the verb forms prevent and prevented. 

(1) ...but the baron who knew the motive, and could not help smiling within 
himself, to prevent any other from suspecting it... (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-
1780. Haywood - the fortunate foundlings, Line 1932)
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This result is similar to the figure of 60% in Kirsten's (1957) study of 18th century texts (see 4.2.2).

The second most common pattern, with 32% of the data, is the poss-ing complement:

(2) ...with a sharp Knife, clear of their Leaves and their Chokes, flinging them 
immediately into cold Water, to prevent their turning black. (CLMET 1 
extended: 1710-1780. Bradley - the country housewife and lady's directo, Line 
3016)

In Kirsten (1957), the equivalent figure was very similar, 30%. 

The handful of examples of the NP -ing and simple -ing complements almost all occurred 

with the base form of prevent. The NP -ing complements represent only 12% and simple -ing 

complements 8% of the data. In Kirsten (1957), NP -ing formed 10% of the data, which is again a 

similar result.

(3) ...which, however, did not prevent us getting on board Wood and Water. 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Cook - captain cook's journal, Line 11450)

(4) ...so that she was obliged to be rude in order to prevent being troublesome. 
(CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Haywood - the fortunate foundlings, Line 
9513)

The “horror aequi” constraint, defined by Rohdenburg (e.g. 1995) as a “tendency to avoid the use of 

formally (near-) identical and (near-) adjacent grammatical elements or structures”, is probably one 

reason why the simple -ing form, demonstrated in example (4), is not used with preventing at all. 

This constraint may also apply with the poss-ing complements, which were used only three times 

with preventing. 

As was noted in the previous section, the instances of NP -ing in the passive voice and the 

NP to-infinitival construction are both very rare (only one instance of both was found), so they do 

not present serious competition for the more common patterns of complementation. 

(5)  There was only added, she was sorry, but from what penchant she had not 
considered, that she had been prevented telling me her story... (CLMET 1 
extended: 1710-1780. Sterne - a sentimental journey through france and italy, 
Line 1494)

(6) ...did therefore improve all opportunities for preventing a Protestant Prince 
to succeed her.. (CLMET 1 extended: 1710-1780. Cibber - the lives of the poets 
1, Line 8294)
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There was some difficulty with one sentence in deciding whether the complement was NP 

-ing or an NP followed by an adjunct (capital letters in the original):

(7) HOUSE OF COMMONS, FEB. 27, 1740-1. DEBATE ON THE SECOND 
READING OF A BILL TO PREVENT INCONVENIENCIES ARISING FROM 
INSURANCE OF SHIPS. (leuven\1710-1780\johnson - parliamentary debates 1.txt, 
Line 8853)

This sentence could be read both as “to prevent inconveniences from arising from insurance of 

ships”, and as “to prevent inconveniences that arise from insurance of ships”. To be on the safe side, 

this example was classified as a nominal complementation pattern.

Turning to the variation between the very similar patterns NP from-ing and NP -ing, it can 

be hypothesized that the more explicit variant, NP from -ing, is used with longer object NPs and 

insertions than NP -ing, following the idea of Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity Principle. All 

examples of the NP -ing pattern had short object NPs, no longer than two lexical items19, and one 

with a pronoun. Example (8) has one lexical item as the object NP of prevent.

(8) When we had dined, to prevent the ladies leaving us, I generally ordered the 
table to be removed... (CLMET 1:1710-1780. Goldsmith: The Vicar of 
Wakefield, Line 618)

On the other hand, the majority of the NP from-ing examples had a pronoun as object NP, so it can 

only be said that the shortness of the object NP makes it possible for NP -ing to be used, but even in 

these cases it is not a serious competitor to NP from-ing.

7. CLMET 2 (1780-1850)

In this chapter, I present my data from the non-extended version of the second part of the CLMET 

corpus (hereafter CLMET 2). First, I give an overview of which complements were found, then I 

discuss  the senses of prevent related to the nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing 

complements, and finally I discuss the variation between the sentential complements.

19 The term”lexical item” here includes not only words belonging to open word classes (in the definition of Quirk et 
al.(1985)), but also personal pronouns, numerals  and modal verbs.  
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7.1 Overview

Table 6 presents the number of tokens of each complementation pattern found in the data from 

CLMET 2, followed by percentages with regard to each verb form as well as each complementation 

pattern. The focus is on the right-hand column, which shows the variation of different 

complementation patterns in relation to each other.

CLMET 2 Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm. fr.
NP from-ing 90 (45,5%) 13 (7%) 9 (4,5%) 86 (43%) 198(32,7%) 52
NP from-ing (pass) - - - 29 (100%) 29 (4,8%) 7.7
NP -ing 14 (74%) 1 (5%) - 4 (21%) 19  (3%) 5
NP -ing (pass) - - - 4 (100%) 4    (0,7%) 1
-ing 2 (100%) - - - 2    (0,3%) 0.5
Poss-ing 61 (57%) 11(10%) - 35 (33%) 107(17,7%) 28
NP from NP 2 (40%) - - 3 (60%) 5    (0,8%) 1.3
NP in NP - - - - - -
NP 161 (67%) 6 (2,5%) 18 (7,5%) 55 (23%) 240(39,7%) 63
0 complement - - - 1 1    (0,3%) 0.53
Total 330 (54,5%) 31 (5%) 27 (4,5%) 217 (36%) 605 (100%) 159.2

Table 6. The complements of prevent in CLMET 2

When comparing the variation of the different complementation patterns in CLMET 2 with that in 

CLMET 1, the first very conspicuous difference between these corpora is that the simple nominal 

complements represent only 39,7% of the data in CLMET 2, as against 62,5% in CLMET 1. The 

normalized frequency counts also confirm this decline: the figure is down to 63 instances per 

million words in CLMET 2 from 116.7 instances per million words in CLMET 1.

(1) I must interpose to prevent their utterance," cried Richmond... (CLMET 2: 
1780-1850. Ainsworth - windsor castle, Line 1443)

The NP from-ing pattern, though still second most common after the simple nominal 

complements, now forms 37,5% of the data, while in CLMET 1 this pattern constituted only 20,3% 

of the data. This increase is also confirmed by the normalized frequencies: in CLMET 1, the 

normalized frequency for this pattern was 36.7 occurrences per million words, in CLMET 2 it is 

59.7 occurrences per million.

(2) Henry bent forward, and Anne half averted her head, but not so much so as 
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to prevent the king from imprinting a long and fervid kiss upon her lips.
(CLMET 2: 1780-1850. Ainsworth - windsor castle, Line 4019)

The poss-ing complements have increased in frequency as well, from 11,4% in CLMET 1 

to 17,7% in CLMET 2. In normalized frequencies, the rise is from 20.7 occurrences per million 

words in CLMET 1 to 28 in CLMET 2.

(3) ...the Opera House that it would be an insult to suppose consolation required 
- but to prevent your thinking with regret of this rupture of your engagement 
with Mr. Smithson.. (CLMET 2: 1780-1850. Austen - letters to her sister, Line 
2771)

All in all, it seems that these two most common sentential complements, NP from -ing and poss-ing, 

are advancing at the expense of the simple nominal complements.

The NP -ing pattern represents here 3,7% of the data, while in CLMET 1 it represented 

2,2%. In CLMET 1, this pattern had 4 occurrences per million words, whereas in CLMET 2 it has 6 

occurrences per million words. 

(4) ...and it was necessary to keep a good look out to prevent the leather being 
torn from the rigging... (CLMET 2: 1780-1850. Darwin - voyage of the beagle, 
Line 1657)

There is not much ground yet to claim that this pattern is increasing in frequency, as the numbers of 

occurrences are quite small (12 instances in CLMET 1 and 23 in CLMET 2). 

The simple -ing forms and the NP from NP pattern are very marginal in CLMET 2 with 

only 0,3% and 0,8% of the data respectively, whereas in CLMET 1 both formed 1,45% of the data. 

For the -ing forms, the normalized frequencies confirm a decline as well: in CLMET 1, this type had 

2.7 occurrences per million words, but in CLMET 2 only 0.5. The equivalent figures for the NP 

from NP pattern are 2.7 in CLMET 1 and 1.3 in CLMET 2.

(5) Marat, whom no power on Earth can prevent seeing into traitors and 
Rolands... (1780-1850\carlyle - the french revolution.txt, Line 12656)

(6) ...to banish him by their reproaches from amongst them, and thus to prevent 
him from the means of gaining his livelihood honestly... (1780-1850\edgeworth - 
the parent's assistant.txt, Line 15422)

These patterns seem to have a steadily marginal status among the complements of prevent; they may 

even be decreasing in frequency. No examples were found of the to -infinitive, nor the NP in NP 

pattern, but one example of prevent followed by no complement at all was found.
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(7) - If not prevented by Parish Business, James comes to us on Monday. (1780-
1850\austen - letters to her sister.txt, Line 6032)

Contrary to the only example of no complement from CLMET 1 (example 16, section 6.1), this 

instance is not a case of an ellipted nominal complement, but ellipsis of the sentential complement in 

a passivized sentence. The sentence means roughly “James will come to us on Monday if he is not 

prevented from doing so by Parish Business”. 

Broadly speaking, there is a visible change in the relative variation of the sentential versus 

nominal complementation patterns. In CLMET 1, all nominal complementation patterns together 

formed 65% of the data, and sentential complements 35%. In CLMET 2, the nominal 

complementation patterns represent only 40,5% of the data, while sentential complements form 

59,5% of the data – the situation is almost reverse to that in CLMET 1. It is the poss-ing and NP 

from -ing complements, which are the two most common sentential complements in both CLMET 1 

and 2, that have benefited the most from this change. The NP -ing pattern and the simple -ing 

complement are still rare in comparison, and the simple -ing forms are actually rarer in CLMET 2 

than in CLMET 1.

7.2 Nominal complements (CLMET 2)

In this section, I examine the different types of nominal complements, and the variation of the 

different senses they have. As in section 6.2, with the data from CLMET 1, I have included the poss-

ing and simple -ing complements in the semantic analysis together with the nominal complements. 

Table 7 shows which senses of prevent were found among the nominal complements. As 

with CLMET 1, the poss -ing and -ing complements are again included under sense 8. The focus is 

again on the bottom row, which shows the number of occurrences and percentages of each sense. 

Note again that the poss-ing and -ing complements are not included in the total figure for the 

nominal complements at the bottom of the rightmost column; this is why the total does not match the 

figures on the bottom row, as here the sentential complements mentioned above are included, due to 

their sharing the same sense with some nominal complements.
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CLMET 2 1.b To 
meet 
beforehand 
a desire

2. To 
anticipate 
in action

6. To 
preclude 
from sth

7. To 
hinder 
from 
doing 
sth

8.a To 
provide 
against 
sth

8.b To 
render 
impossible

8.c To 
preclude, 
stop, 
hinder

Total

Nominal. - - - - 28 25 43 96 
(37,5%)

NP+
Pron +

-
-

-
-

-
-

1
19

-
-

-
-

-
-

1
19
(7,8%)

NP-
Pron -

-
-

1
-

-
-

-
-

39
3

31
16

24
17

96
36
(51,6%)

NP from NP - - 8 - - - - 8 (3,1%)
Poss-ing - - - - 19 12 76 107 
-ing - - - - 1 - 2 3 
Total 1 

(0,3%)
1
(0,3%)

8 
(2%)

20
 (5,4%)

90 
(25%)

84
 (23%)

161 
(44%)

256 
(100%)

Table 7. The senses of prevent with nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing complements in CLMET 2

Table 7 shows that nominalizations and -human NPs are again the most common types among the 

nominal complementation patterns of prevent, with 37,5% and 51,6% of the data respectively. 

The most significant difference between CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 in the variation of 

different senses is the variation of the subsenses of sense 8: subsense 8.a now represents 25% of the 

data, 8.b 23%, and 8.c 44%. 

(1) I heard them say so, that they could have heard Mr* E. Bridges's solicitude on 
the subject; have known all the amusements that were planned to prevent it. 
(1780-1850\austen - letters to her sister.txt, Line 4045)

(2) And you will no doubt succeed; for what can I, a feeble woman, and a 
stranger in your country, do to prevent it? (1780-1850\ainsworth - windsor 
castle.txt, Line 7738)

(3) I hope John Lovett's accident will not prevent his attending the Ball... (\1780-
1850\austen - letters to her sister.txt, Line 344)

In CLMET 1, the equivalent percentages were 16%, 36,9%, and 35,2%. It seems that 8.a and 8.c 

have become more common. However, if the subsenses 8.a and b, involving anticipation, are 

counted together, there is no significant change as against the subsense 8.c, denoting frustration: 8.a 

and 8.b form together 52,9% of the data in CLMET 1 and 48% in CLMET 2.When sense 8 is 

considered alone, subsenses 8.a and 8.b constitute 52% and 8.c 48% in CLMET 2, whereas in 
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CLMET 1 8.a and 8.b constituted 60% of the instances of sense 8, against 40% of 8.c. It may be that 

the subsenses 8.a and 8.b, involving anticipation, are already becoming less common, which agrees 

with the observation in the OED that they are less common in present-day English. These results 

must again be taken with a grain of salt; but even so, it is to be expected that such a subtle semantic 

change has happened very slowly, and that it would be difficult to discern when that change is in 

progress.

Just as in CLMET 1, all cases of +human NPs had an ellipted sentential complement, 

representing sense 7 in the OED, as exemplified in (4):

(4)  I had at one time a notion to send an account of this to the Scots Magazine, 
but something always came in the way to prevent me. (leuven\1780-1850\galt - 
annals of the parish.txt, Line 2294)

Here the person speaking was prevented by “something” from sending an account of “this” to the 

Scots Magazine.

There was only one instance of sense 1.b in CLMET 2, while in CLMET 1 there were 6 

instances of this sense:

(5) It was the joy of Trim's heart, nor was his fertile head ever at a loss for 
expedients in doing it, to supply my uncle Toby in his campaigns, with 
whatever his fancy called for; had it been his last crown, he would have sate 
down and hammered it into a paderero, to have prevented a single wish in his 
master. (1710-1780\sterne - life and opinions of tristram shandy, Line 7935)

Sense 2 was also represented by only one example, which did not have the prepositional 

noun phrase NP in NP, similarly to example (11) in section 6.2 (CLMET 1).

(6) …and then prevent the law by doing execution on myself. (leuven\1780-
1850\brontë - wuthering heights.txt, Line 4315)

This sentence only makes sense if prevent has the meaning of “to anticipate in action, to act before 

or more quickly than another person”. The person speaking will “execute” himself, before the law 

sentences him to be executed. In CLMET 1, there were two instances of this sense – this sense is 

still very rare in CLMET 2.

There were 8 examples of the NP from NP pattern in CLMET 2, just as in CLMET 1, 

representing sense 6. This pattern seems to have a marginal, but steady status among the nominal 
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complementation patterns of prevent.

(7) Luckily for me, I was prevented from the discussion of the knotty point at 
which I had just made a full stop. (1780-1850\burns - letters 1780-1796.txt, Line 
9992)

In all but two cases, the latter NP was a nominalization, referring to an action, and these do not 

really differ in meaning from the NP from-ing pattern. In CLMET 1, most of the examples also had a 

nominalization as the latter NP (seven out of eight). In (8), the latter NP is only one step away from 

the action, so to speak:

(8) ...and thus to prevent him from the means of gaining his livelihood honestly. 
(1780-1850. Edgeworth:The Parent's Assistant, Line 15422)

The idea is that the person denoted by the object NP (him) is precluded from the possibility of 

committing an action, i.e. gaining his livelihood. In the other example, which is actually a 

combination of the prevent NP and prevent from NP patterns, there is no direct reference to any 

action in the NP following the preposition from (motives):

(9) All persons, of whatever religion, are allowed to go as they will into every 
part of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, but in order to prevent indecent 
contests, and also from motives arising out of money payments... (1780-1850. 
Kinglake: Eothen, Line 4862)

Strictly speaking, the latter complementation pattern in this sentence (from motives) represents the 

pattern prevent from NP, but actually this is a case of ellipsis of the object NP. It is most likely “all 

persons, of whatever religion” that are to be prevented from competing with each other indecently, 

and also precluded from being subjected to a situation where they might be motivated by “money 

payments”. 

7.3 Sentential complements (CLMET 2)

In Table 8 below, I give the numbers of tokens of each complementation pattern, and the number of 

tokens of each verb form of prevent in relation to each complement. The associated percentages of 

each complement follow in the adjacent column. The numbers in parentheses with prevented 

indicate the number of instances in the passive voice out of the total.  
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CLMET 2 NP from-ing    % NP -ing   %   -ing    % Poss -ing  %   Total nr
Prevent 90 54 14 8 2 2 61 36 167
Prevents 13 52 1 4 - - 11 44 25
Preventing 9 100 - - - - - - 9
Prevented 115(29) 73 8 (4) 5 - - 35 22 158
Total 227 63,2 23 6,4 2 0,6 107 29,8 359

Table 8. The sentential complements of prevent in CLMET 2

In CLMET 2, NP from-ing is slightly more dominant than in CLMET 1: it has advanced in 

frequency from 57% to 63,2% of all sentential complements of prevent. 

(1) ...but the numerous footprints of deer, that came there to drink, prevented 
them from distinguishing any marks of the steed of the ghostly hunter. (\1780-
1850\ainsworth - windsor castle.txt, Line 2166)

In Kirsten's (1957) data, this pattern decreased in frequency from 60% during the 18th century to 

40% during the 19th century. The reason for this discrepancy between the results in this study and 

those in Kirsten's (ibid.) may be the different time spans of the corpora. CLMET 2 covers only the 

years 1780-1850, while in Kirsten's study of 19th century texts there were probably texts also from 

the latter half of the 19th century. It is true that the simple -ing forms were not included in Kirsten 

(ibid.), but considering that they form such a small percentage in this study in the data examined so 

far, this cannot be the sole reason for the different results.

The second most common of the sentential complements in CLMET 2 is again the poss-ing 

complement, with 29,8%,  with a slight decrease from 32% in CLMET 1. However, as was seen in 

7.1, this pattern increased in its normalized frequency from 11.3 to 17.7 occurrences per million 

words.

(2) The knapsacks had been already packed, with two bottles of water in each, 
wrapped round with cocoa-nut leaves, to [[prevent]] their breaking... (\1780-
1850\marryat - masterman ready.txt, Line 2391)

In Kirsten's (1957) data, this pattern increased in frequency from 30% in the 18th century to 53% in 

the 19th century. Even though Kirsten's (ibid.) study only took into account the sentential 

complements of prevent, the results seem to match in this study the overall normalized frequencies 

for poss-ing, rather than the relative percentage among the sentential complements. 
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The NP -ing pattern is represented by 6,4%, with no real change from 6,2% in CLMET 1. 

In Kirsten (1957), this pattern formed 10% in the 18th century texts, and 6% in the 19th century texts, 

which again does not match the results in this study very well. The simple -ing form only constitutes 

2% of all sentential complements in CLMET 2, while in CLMET 1 it represented 4% of the data. 

(3) ...they also secured the tents with guys and stays of rope, so as to prevent 
them being blown down.. (1780-1850\marryat - masterman ready.txt, Line 
2937)

(4)  ... would by that time have ceased to throw over morals a corrupt and 
degrading austerity, he alludes, either to a promiscuous concubinage, which 
would prevent breeding, or to something else as unnatural. (1780-1850\malthus - 
an essay on the principle of population.txt, Line 2653)

Most instances of all complementation patterns, except for NP from-ing, occur with the 

base form and prevented, similarly to CLMET 1, quite naturally because there were only a few 

instances of the other two verb forms of prevent in total. The most interesting finding, however, is 

that NP -ing was used in the passive as many as four times. 

(5) Mrs. Bennet was prevented replying by the entrance of the footman with a 
note for Miss Bennet.. (1780-1850\austen - Pride and prejudice.txt, Line 1039)

Considering the size of the corpus, and the overall number of the instances of this pattern, this use is 

more or less just as noteworthy in CLMET 2 as it was in CLMET 1 with only one instance, as in 

CLMET 1 10% of the passive uses was with NP -ing, and in CLMET 2 12% with NP -ing. Even so, 

four examples in a medium-sized corpus like CLMET 2 is quite striking, when considering that the 

passive voice is not used with NP -ing in present-day English at all (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002: 

1238).  

The horror aequi constraint mentioned in section 6.3, i.e. the avoidance of repeating similar 

structures in sequence, seems especially likely with the poss-ings in CLMET 2: no examples were 

found with preventing. It is also worth noting that the NP -ing complement is not used once with 

preventing, in either CLMET 1 or CLMET 2. Simple -ing forms, on the other hand, were found only 

in two cases overall, both with prevent.

The NP -ing pattern was used mostly when the object NP of prevent was a pronoun or only 

one lexical item, in 15 instances altogether. However, contrary to CLMET 1, there were now also a 
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couple of examples where the object NP was even four items long:

(6) ...the covering was sufficiently thick to prevent the heat of the summer air 
and sun thawing and corrupting it. (1780-1850. Darwin: Voyage of the Beagle, 
Line 9969)

As there are now more examples of this pattern in CLMET 2 than in CLMET 1, it is perhaps more 

feasible to claim that the NP -ing pattern is indeed most likely to occur with shorter object NPs after 

prevent, though in as many as 8 cases the object NP was actually longer.

8 CLMET 3 (1850-1920)

In this chapter, I present my data from the non-extended version of the third part of the CLMET 

corpus (hereafter CLMET 3). First, I give an overview of which complements were found, then I 

discuss the variation of the different senses of prevent with the nominal complements and the poss-

ing and -ing complements, and finally I discuss the variation between the sentential complements.

8.1 Overview

Table 9 below presents the number of tokens of each complement type and their respective 

percentages, both in totals in the right-hand column and with respect to each verb form of prevent on 

the horizontal rows, with totals of each verb form on the bottom row. 

CLMET 3 Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm. 
fr.

NP from-ing 55 (38%) 8 (5,6%) 8 (5,6%) 73 (50,8%) 144 (35,2%) 37.9
NP from-ing (pass) - - - 16 (100%) 16 (4%) 4.1
NP -ing 33 (85%) 1 (2%) - 5 (13%) 39 (9,5%) 10.3
NP -ing (pass) - - - - - -
-ing - - - - - -
Poss-ing 28 (78%) - - 8 (22%) 36 (9%) 9.5
NP from NP - - - 1 (100%) 1 (0,2%) 0.3
NP 91 (53,5%) 15 (8,8%) 14 (8%) 50 (29,7%) 170 (41,6%) 44.7
0 complement - 1 (50%) - 1 (50%) 2 (0,5%) 0.53
Total 207 (50,7%) 25 (6%) 22 (5,4%) 154 (37,7%) 409 (100%) 107.63

Table 9. The complements of prevent in CLMET 3
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In CLMET 3, the most common type of complementation of prevent is still the simple nominal 

complements with 41,6%. In CLMET 1, this type represented as much as 62,5% of the data, and in 

CLMET 2 39,7%. When the normalized frequencies are considered, it looks like this type is still 

decreasing in use: from 116.7 occurrences per million words in CLMET 1 and 63 in CLMET 2, it 

has gone down in frequency to only 44.7 instances per million words.

(1) Many of the finer intellectual tastes have a similar restraining effect they 
prevent, or tend to prevent, a greedy voracity after the good things of life... 
(1850-1920\bagehott - physics and politics.txt, Line 5204)

The NP from-ing pattern shows no remarkable increase in frequency with 39,2% of the total 

when compared to 37,6% in CLMET 2, whereas from CLMET 1 to CLMET 2 this pattern increased 

from 20,3% to 37,6%, which gives an increase of 17,3%. The normalized frequencies, however, 

show a decline in the frequency of this pattern: from 59.7 occurrences per million words in CLMET 

2, it has dropped down to 42 occurrences per million.

(2) ...and as the wife has absolutely nothing to say, and absolutely no constraint 
of wit, sense, or conscience to prevent her from saying it... (1850-1920\abbott - 
flatland.txt, Line 563)

The poss-ing complement, which was the third most common pattern in both CLMET 1 and 

CLMET 2, is much less frequent in CLMET 3 with only 9% of the total. 

(3) They will serve to warn the reader what time he is reading about, and to 
prevent his mistaking the date at which the likeness was attempted to be taken. 
(1850-1920\bagehott - the english constitution.txt, Line 55)

This development is all the more striking as this pattern increased in frequency from 11,3% in 

CLMET 1 to 17,7% in CLMET 2. In normalized frequencies as well, this pattern has rather 

curiously first increased to 28 occurrences per million in CLMET 2 from 20 occurrences in CLMET 

1, then gone down to only 9.5 occurrences per million words in CLMET 3. It seems that the period 

of 1850-1920 is the turning point in the use of this now archaic pattern. When looking more closely 

at the years of publication of the individual works, it turns out that only four instances out of total 36 

were from works published during early 20th century; most were from works published from 1860s 

to 1880s.  However, this may not necessarily indicate that the pattern was used even less after the 

turn of the century: CLMET 3 is structured so that works from early 20th century constitute 14 out of 
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53 works in the corpus, which possibly explains why only four instances dated from the 20th century. 

The NP -ing pattern now constitutes 9,5% of all the data, coming at third place before the 

poss-ing complement. 

(4) ...they prevent the enemies of the Empire being quite correct when they say 
there is no free speech... (1850-1920\bagehott - the english constitution.txt, Line 
5976)

In CLMET 1 this pattern represented only 2,2% of the data, and in CLMET 2 still only 3,7%. In 

CLMET 3, however, no instances of the passive with NP -ing were found, whereas in CLMET 1 

there was one instance of the passive with NP -ing and four instances in CLMET 2. It seems as 

though the decrease in the frequency of the poss-ing complement is accompanied by an increase in 

the frequency of the NP -ing complement. This slow but steady increase is confirmed by the 

normalized frequencies, as well: this type had 4 occurrences per million words in CLMET 1, 6 in 

CLMET 2, and 10.3 in CLMET 3.

The simple -ing forms (e.g. prevent talking), on the other hand, are not represented in 

CLMET 3 at all, while in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 they constituted 1,5% and 0,3% of the data. 

Only one example was found of the pattern NP from NP in CLMET 3, which was represented by 

eight examples in both CLMET 1 and CLMET 2.

(5) A certain number of people have to be discouraged and prevented from 
parentage... (1850-1920\wells - mankind in the making.txt, Line 2383)

Finally, there were two instances of no complement after prevent:

(6)  Indispensable I should reach Boston Wednesday evening. Be sure nothing 
prevents. (1850-1920\kipling - captains courageous.txt, Line 4869)

(7) ...and Cyril did not emerge from that train either. Constance opened the 
front-door to her, and showed a telegram-- "Sorry prevented last moment. 
(\1850-1920\bennett - the old wives' tale.txt, Line 17178)

Judging by the context, example (6) is ellipsis of the NP from -ing complement: it could be 

rephrased as “Be sure nothing prevents me from reaching Boston Wednesday evening”. Example (7) 

also seems to be a case of ellipsis of the whole NP from -ing construction: the meaning is roughly 

“Sorry I was prevented from coming”. Ellipsis seems especially fitting in the latter case, which is a 
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sentence from a telegram.

All in all, it looks like the nominal complementation patterns altogether are no longer in 

decrease in CLMET 3, representing 41,8% of the data, as in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 these patterns 

represented 65% and 40,5% of the data respectively. The steady situation from CLMET 2 to 

CLMET 3 with respect to the nominal complements is probably due to there being no significant 

increase with the most frequent sentential complement, the NP from -ing, while there is only a 

relatively small increase with the NP -ing pattern, and at the same time the poss-ing complement has 

plunged from 17,9% to 9%. Of the most marginal patterns, the simple -ing forms seem to be 

disappearing completely, and NP from NP is found only once in CLMET 3.

8.2 Nominal complements (CLMET 3)

In this section, I again examine the variation and different senses of prevent with the nominal 

complements and the poss-ing and -ing complements. 

Table 10 shows which senses were found in the data from CLMET 3 with the nominal 

complements, as well as the poss-ing and -ing complements. The bottom row presents the number of 

occurrences of each sense and the respective percentage of the total. Note again that the poss-ing and 

-ing complements are not included in the total figure for the nominal complements at the bottom of 

the rightmost column. This is why the total does not match the figures on the bottom row, as here the 

sentential complements mentioned above are included, due to their sharing the same sense with 

some of the nominal complements. 
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CLMET 3 6. To 
preclude 
from

7 To hinder 
from doing 
sth

8.a To 
provide 
against

8.b To render 
impossible

8.c To 
preclude, 
stop, hinder

Total

Nominalization - - 19 12 45 76 (45,8%)
NP+
Pron +

-
-

1
16

-
-

-
-

-
-

1
16
(10,2%)

NP-
Pron -

-
-

-
-

14
4

12
10

24
8

50
22
(43,4%)

NP from NP 1 - - - - 1 (0,6%)
Poss-ing - - 5 3 28 36 
-ing - - - - - - 
Total 1 

(0,6%)
17 
(8,4%)

42 
(20,8%)

37
(18,3%)

105 
(51,9%)

166
(100%)

Table 10. The senses of prevent with the nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing complements in CLMET 

3 

When it comes to the different subsenses of sense 8 in CLMET 3, it looks like 8.c has 

become even more common. From 35,2% in CLMET 1 and 44% in CLMET 2 this sense has 

increased to 51,9% in frequency. 

(1) it is a sign that a hot and dry summer is about to ensue in those countries, and 
that the drought will prevent their being able to rear their young. (1850-
1920\butler - unconscious memory.txt, Line 3797,) 

Sense 8.a represents now 20,3%, whereas in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 it represented 16% and 25% 

of the data respectively. 

(2) In order to save, as far as possible, first offenders from the    contamination of 
prison life, and to prevent the formation of further evil companionships... (1850-
1920\booth - in darkest england and the way out.txt, Line 6819)

Sense 8.b formed 36,9% of the data in CLMET 1, 23% in CLMET 2 , and in CLMET 3 18,3%.

(3) It is the same with that system of exclusiveness by which ladies have so often 
contrived (as by a process of elimination) to prevent marriages that they did not 
want.. (1850-1920\chesterton - what's wrong with the world.txt, Line 3610)

Together the subsenses 8.a and 8.b form 52,9% of the data in CLMET 1 and 48% in CLMET 2, and 

38,6% of the data in CLMET 3. This may indicate that the subsenses denoting anticipation are 

indeed decreasing towards more modern use. This becomes even clearer when sense 8 is again 

considered separately: subsenses 8.a and 8.b together constitute 60% of the instances in CLMET 1, 
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52% in CLMET 2, and 42,9% of the instances in CLMET 3. In other words, subsense 8.c has 

increased from 40% in CLMET 1 to 48% in CLMET 2 and to 57,1% in CLMET 3. The direction 

seems to be towards using more often subsense 8.c, denoting frustration, while the subsenses 8.a 

and 8.b involving anticipation truly seem to be going downhill, in accordance with the OED's note. 

But once again, differentiating between these subsenses is not altogether straightforward, and 

caution should be used with these figures.

Just as in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2, all instances of +human NPs (marked as NP+ and 

pron+ in the table) were cases of ellipsis of the sentential complement from-ing.

(4) Why doesn't she go to some seaside place, and live in a hotel, and enjoy 
herself? Is there anything to prevent her?" (1850-1920\bennett - the old wives' 
tale.txt, Line 16915)

In (4), the question could be reformulated as “is there anything to prevent her from going to some 

seaside place, living in a hotel, and enjoying herself?”. 

One conspicuous difference in CLMET 3 in comparison with CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 is 

that sense 1.b, “to meet beforehand a wish, desire, etc.”, is not found at all. There were six examples 

of this sense in CLMET 1, and one in CLMET 2. This is perhaps not so surprising when one 

considers the fact that the latest example of this sense in the OED is from the year 1830, and 

CLMET 3 spans the years 1850-1920. Sense 2, “to anticipate in action”, is not found either in 

CLMET 3, whereas two instances were found in CLMET 1 and one in CLMET 2. 

Lastly, the pattern NP from NP is suddenly much rarer in CLMET 3 with only one example 

– there were eight examples of this pattern in both CLMET 1 and CLMET 2, constituting roughly 

3% of the nominal complements in both. The normalized frequency has come down from 2.7 

instances per million in CLMET 1 and 1.3 in CLMET 2 to only 0.3 in CLMET 3.

(5) A certain number of people have to be discouraged and prevented from 
parentage... (1850-1920\wells - mankind in the making.txt, Line 2383)

This sole example cannot be regarded as a variant of the NP from-ing pattern as regards its meaning, 

as was the case with most of the examples in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 (when the latter NP was a 

nominalization). The idea is that the people referred to have to be precluded from the status of being 
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a parent.

8.3 Sentential complements (CLMET 3)

In Table 11 below, I give the number of tokens of each sentential complementation pattern, and the 

number of tokens of each verb form of prevent in relation to each complement. The associated 

percentages of each complement as regards each verb form in relation to the other complements 

follow in the adjacent column. The numbers in parentheses with prevented indicate the numbers of 

instances in the passive voice out of the total.  

CLMET 3 NP from-
ing

   % NP -ing   % -ing    % Poss-ing    %  Total nr  %

Prevent 55 47 33 28 - - 28 25 116 49
Prevents 8 89 1 11 - - - - 9 4
Preventing 8 100 - - - - - - 8 4
Prevented 89 (16) 87 5 5 - - 8 8 102 43
Total 160 68 39 17 - - 36 15 235 100

Table 11. The sentential complements of prevent in CLMET 2

In CLMET 3, the NP from-ing pattern is somewhat more common among the sentential 

complements than in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2, representing 68% of the data. In CLMET 1, this 

pattern formed 57% of the sentential complements, and 63,2% in CLMET 2.

(1) ...and as the wife has absolutely nothing to say, and absolutely no constraint 
of wit, sense, or conscience to prevent her from saying it... (\1850-1920\abbott - 
flatland.txt, Line 563)

The second most common sentential complement in CLMET 3 is not poss-ing, as it was in 

CLMET 1 with 32% and in CLMET 2 with 29,8%. Instead, now the NP -ing complement is more 

common with 17% of the data, while the poss-ing complements form only 15% of the data.

(2) ...shows that it cannot stop revolution. The Constitution contains an 
exceptional provision to prevent it stopping it. (1850-1920\bagehott - the english 
constitution.txt, Line 4268)

(3) They will serve to warn the reader what time he is reading about, and to 
prevent his mistaking the date at which the likeness was attempted to be taken. 
(1850-1920\bagehott - the english constitution.txt, Line 55,)

The decrease in the frequency of the poss-ing complements from 29,8% in CLMET 2 to 15% in 
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CLMET 3 is just as striking as the accompanying increase in the frequency of the NP -ing pattern: 

this pattern represented only 6,2% of the sentential complements in CLMET 1, and 6,4% in CLMET 

2, but in CLMET 3 it suddenly forms 17% of the sentential complements.

The simple -ing forms, on the other hand, are nonexistent in CLMET 3, whereas in CLMET 

1 they formed 4% of the sentential complements and 2% in CLMET 2. In addition, no passives were 

found with the NP -ing pattern, while there was one instance in CLMET 1 and four in CLMET 2. 

The same trend as in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 with the different verb forms can be 

observed also in CLMET 3: poss-ing and NP -ing are mostly used with the base form of prevent, 

while NP from-ing is used mostly with prevented, but also with prevent. 

The object NP of prevent with the NP -ing examples was in the majority of cases a pronoun 

or a noun phrase of one lexical item: altogether 26 instances out of 39. The rest of the cases had an 

object NP of two or three lexical items, with only three instances of those with three lexical items. 

(4) demonstrates a sentence where the object NP is three lexical items long:

(4) At the beginning of the battle the Khalifa had posted a small force of 700 
men on his extreme right, to prevent his line of retreat to Odurman being 
harassed. (1850-1920. Churchill: The River War, Line 9198)

As the number of the NP -ing examples has grown from CLMET 1 to CLMET 3, it is all the more 

clear that this pattern is predominantly used with pronominal object NPs or nominal objects that 

consist of one lexical item. The longer the object NP of prevent, the fewer examples there are of this 

pattern. However, this phenomenon that is probably due to the Complexity Principle (Rohdenburg, 

1996) does not work in an exclusive way, so to speak: the from -ing pattern, representing the more 

explicit variant of the two, is used just as commonly with both long and short object NPs after 

prevent. 

9 EAF (1809-1874)

In this chapter, I present my data from the Early American Fiction corpus (EAF), which serves as 

the historical database of American English in this thesis. As regards the time period, EAF is 
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perhaps best compared with CLMET 2, which spans the years 1820-1850. This corpus makes it 

possible to compare British English with American English in the 19th century. Moreover, 

comparison with present-day American English is possible by drawing on the results of the studies 

by Mair (2002) and Babováková (2005).

First, I give an overview of which complementation patterns were found, then I discuss  the 

variation of the senses of prevent with the nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing 

complements, and finally I discuss the variation between the sentential complements.

9.1 Overview

Table 12 presents the numbers of tokens of each complement type and their respective percentages, 

both in totals in the right-hand column and with respect to each verb form of prevent on the 

horizontal rows, with totals of each verb form on the bottom row. 

EAF Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm. fr.
NP from-ing 117 48%) 10 (4%) 7 (3%) 111 (45%) 245 (26,6%) 20.5
NP from-ing (pass) - - - 46 (100%) 46    (5%) 4
NP -ing 21 (80%) - - 5 (20%) 26   (2,6%) 2.2
Np -ing (pass) - - - 3 (100%) 3     (0,3%) 0.2
-ing 9 (100%) - - - 9     (1%) 0.8
Nominative +-ing 1 (100%) - - - 1    (0,1%) 0.08
Poss-ing 89 (53,6%) 2 (2%) 4 (2,4%) 69 (42%) 164 (17,9%) 13.8
NP from NP 2 (100%) - - - 2     (0,3%) 0.25
from NP 1 (100%) - - - 1     (0,1%) 0.08
NP in NP - - - 1 (100%) 1     (0,1%) 0.08
NP 231 (56,3%) 7 (1,7%) 18 (4,4%) 154 (37,6%) 410 (44,6%) 34.5
0 complement 6 (46%) 1 (8%) - 6 (46%) 13    (1,4%) 1
Total 473 (54%) 19 (2%) 29 (3%) 394 (41%) 915 (100%) 76.9

Table 12. The complements of prevent in EAF

Table 12 shows that many of the complementation patterns of prevent used in British English during 

the 19th century were also used in American English during the same time period. The most common 

among the complements of prevent in EAF are simple NPs with 44,6% of the data, while in CLMET 

2 they were also the most common pattern with 39,7% of the data. However, in normalized 
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frequencies the variation in EAF is most similar to CLMET 3: 34.5 occurrences per million words in 

EAF and 44.7 in CLMET 3 (63 in CLMET 2). 

(1) The ever-recurring change of officers prevents any important gain from 
experience... (Early American Fiction\Caroline M. Kirkland.  Forest Life Vol 1 
(1842),Line 9518)

Just as in CLMET 2 with 37,5%, NP from -ing is also the second most common 

complement in EAF, with 31,6% of the data. 

(2) The party of which Jonathan made one, could not prevent him from straying 
apart... (Early American Fiction\Alice Cary. Clovernook, Or, Recollections of 
Our Neighborhood in the West Vol 1  (1852).txt, Line 8258) 

However, the normalized frequencies show that this pattern is actually much rarer in 19th century 

American English than in British English during the time periods 1780-1850 and 1850-1920. In 

EAF, NP from-ing has 24.5 occurrences per million words, whereas in CLMET 2 it has 59.7 

occurrences, and in CLMET 3, 42 occurrences per million. The two most common complements of 

prevent in all the corpora discussed so far, NP from -ing and simple nominal complements, are 

probably much rarer in EAF because the overall frequency of prevent in the EAF corpus is 

considerably smaller than in any of the CLMET corpora. In CLMET 1, there were 184.3 instances 

of prevent per million words, 159.2 instances in CLMET 2, 107.6 instances in CLMET 3, but only 

76.9 in EAF.

The third most common were the poss-ing complements with 17,9%, which is almost 

identical with the figure of 17,7% in CLMET 2. However, the normalized frequency for this pattern 

is 13.8 occurrences per million words, which is closest to the equivalent figure in CLMET 3, 9.5. In 

CLMET 1 and 2, this pattern was much more common with frequencies of 20 and 28 occurrences 

per million words respectively. But since the overall frequency of prevent is so much smaller in 

EAF than in any of the CLMET corpora, the percentage figures may actually be more accurate when 

comparing the frequencies of different complementation patterns in relation to each other. In other 

words, poss-ing was just as common in EAF among the complements of prevent as in CLMET 2, 

representing the almost equivalent time period in British English.

(3) "Here is something to prevent your emitting any more sparks just now, Mr. 
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Herbert," said Isa- bella... (Early American Fiction\Catharine Maria Sedgwick. 
The Linwoods Vol 2 (1835).txt, Line 4583)

The NP -ing pattern is represented in 2,9% of the cases in EAF with 26 examples, whereas 

in CLMET 2 they formed 3,7% of the data.  The normalized frequency is only 2.4 occurrences per 

million words, which is smaller than in any of the CLMET corpora, which had 4 (CLMET 1), 6 

(CLMET 2), and 10.3 (CLMET 3) occurrences of this pattern per million words. However, the 

relative frequencies of this pattern among the complements of prevent is similar between the British 

and American English corpora in that they are small in both.

(4) The servant left Aikin in the entry, and, entering the drawing-room, pushed 
the door to after him, but not so close as to prevent Aikin hearing the following 
dialogue...  (Early American Fiction\Catharine Maria Sedgwick. The Poor Rich 
Man and the Rich Poor Man (1836).txt, Line 6604)

It is not possible to know whether the NP -ing complements have increased or decreased in 

frequency in American English until the 19th century, but it is possible to state that they were indeed 

also used in American English not too long ago, but have since disappeared from use (e.g. Mair, 

2002, and Babováková, 2005).

The simple -ing forms form only 1% of the data with 9 instances in EAF, quite similarly to 

0,8% in CLMET 2. The normalized frequency is 0.8 occurrences per million words in EAF, and 0.5 

in CLMET 2; in CLMET 3, no instances were found at all, and in CLMET 1, there were 2.7 

occurrences per million words.

(5) Thus they rushed; each man with might and main clinging to his seat, to 
prevent being tossed to the foam... (Early American Fiction\Herman Melville. 
Moby-Dick; Or, the Whale (1851).txt, Line 16880)

The pattern NP from NP was found in only two examples, and it is just as marginal in EAF 

as it is in CLMET 2, representing only 0,3% of the data in both corpora. This pattern was rare also 

in CLMET 1 and 3.

(6) "I would prevent you from further violence... (Early American 
Fiction\Catharine Maria Sedgwick. Clarence; Or, A Tale of Our Own Times Vol 
2 (1830).txt, Line 13175)

In addition, some very marginal patterns emerged in the data from EAF. The NP in NP 

pattern was found with one instance, just as in CLMET 1 and 3, whereas in CLMET 2 there was 
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none of this type.

(7) She started, and with wild eye gazing around her, proceeded with all haste to 
gather up her little stores. But in this she was prevented. (\Early American 
Fiction\William Gilmore Simms. The Wigwam and the Cabin Vol 2 (1845).txt, 
Line 1099)

One example of prevent in EAF is quite strange at first sight: the verb is followed by a 

pronoun in the nominative case, plus an -ing form.

(8) ...for Mrs. Fitzgerald having recovered herself a little, darted to the bell on the 
other side of the room; he tri- ed to prevent he ringing it, but was too late... (Early 
American Fiction\James Fenimore Cooper. Precaution Vol 2 (1820).txt, Line 
1049)

The only explanation for this is that he here is a misspelled her, and this example actually belongs to 

the category NP -ing. Another curiosity is the case of prevent followed by the prepositional phrase 

from NP, lacking a direct object NP.

(9) She was scarcely forward in her manner, though there was sometimes a free- 
dom in her glances, that it required all the aid of her exceed- ing beauty to 
prevent from awakening suspicions unfavoura- ble to her discretion, if not to her 
morals. (Early American Fiction\James Fenimore Cooper. The Deerslayer Vol 1 
(1841).txt, Line 7385)

It is not clear whether this is a variant of the more common NP from NP pattern. Rather, the 

meaning of the sentence would be roughly the same if the preposition from was omitted; in (9), the 

speaker observes that the woman in question avoids with the help of her “exceeding beauty” any 

“awakening suspicions” that might arise because of the occasional “freedom in her glances”. It is no 

one in particular that she wants to prevent from doing something, and it is difficult to think of a 

suitable noun phrase that could function as the direct object in this case, except perhaps everyone.

Finally, there were surprisingly many cases where prevent had no complement. In 

normalized frequency, this pattern has one occurrence per million in EAF, whereas in CLMET 2 

and 3 it only has 0.5 occurrences per million. There was only one example of this pattern in both 

CLMET 1 and CLMET 2, and two examples in CLMET 3. In EAF, however, there are as many as 

13 instances of this pattern without complement, representing 1,3% of the data. In the CLMET 

corpora, the percentages were less than 1%.

(10)  I was comforted by seeing that he did not love your mother, and by the 
confidence I had that she would not marry him. I was sure that something would 
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happen to prevent. (Early American Fiction\George William Curtis. Trumps A 
Novel (1861)Line 22399)

In (10), the idea is that the person speaking was sure that something would happen to prevent the 

woman in question from marrying a man, and this is a case of ellipsis of the whole NP from -ing 

complementation pattern. Ellipsis of this whole sequence was present in 12 of the 13 instances, but 

in one case only an NP as the direct object of prevent was ellipted, similarly to one of the instances 

of ellipsis in CLMET 1 (section 6.1, example (16)):

  (11) But the dinner -- that diurnal circumstance that maintains its dignity 
through all the seven stages of man's life -- that neither joy nor sorrow, birth nor 
death, prevents -- the dinner came, and by all but Mrs. Roscoe was as usual eaten 
and enjoyed. (Early American Fiction\Catharine Maria Sedgwick. Clarence; Or, 
A Tale of Our Own Times Vol 2 (1830))

Here the word dinner has been ellipted; the sentence could also read “neither joy nor sorrow, birth 

nor death, prevents the dinner, that diurnal circumstance”.

When all the nominal complementation patterns are counted together, they represent 45,1% 

of the data in EAF. The situation does not differ in this respect from that in CLMET 2, or even 

CLMET 3. With the less common complementation patterns, the situation is also similar: NP from 

-ing is the second most common among the different complementation patterns, poss-ing the third 

most common, whereas the NP -ing and simple -ing forms are equally rare in CLMET 1 and 2 and 

EAF. The prepositional noun phrase complements NP from NP and NP in NP were both found in 

EAF, as well. Two oddities, however, came up: a case of prevent from NP, which may not even be 

ellipsis of the direct object, and a case of a direct object plus -ing, where the object was in the 

nominative case. The latter example, though, is probably a spelling error, meant to represent the NP 

-ing pattern. One other thing that also sets EAF apart from the CLMET corpora is the somewhat 

bigger amount of ellipted complements, all but one of which were cases of ellipsis of the NP from 

-ing pattern, and one a case of ellipted simple NP as direct object.

9.2 Nominal complements

In this section, I study the variation of the different senses of the nominal complementation patterns, 
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and as with the data from CLMET 1, CLMET 2 and CLMET 3, I will include the poss-ing and 

simple -ing complements in the semantic analysis together with the nominal complements.

The focus in Table 13 is on the bottom row, which shows the number of occurrences of 

each sense and the respective percentages. The horizontal rows show the number of occurrences of 

each complementation type as regards each sense, but this information is not considered to be of any 

major interest. Note again that the poss-ing and -ing complements are not included in the total 

figures for the nominal complements at the bottom of the rightmost column. This is why it does not 

match the figure on the bottom row, as here the sentential complements mentioned above are 

included, due to their sharing the same sense with the nominal complements.

EAF 6. To 
preclude 
from sth

2. To 
anticipate 
in action

7. To 
hinder from 
doing sth

8.a To 
provide 
against sth

8.b To 
render 
impossible

8.c To 
preclude, 
stop, hinder

Total

Nominalization - - - 52 56 116 224 
(54,8%)

NP+
Pron +

-
-

-
-

3
35

-
-

-
-

-
-

3
35
(9,3%)

NP-
Pron -

-
-

-
-

-
-

21
6

29
33

30
24

80
63
(35%)

NP from NP 2 - - - - - 3 (0,7%)
NP in NP - 1 - - - - 1 (0,2%)
Poss-ing - - - 15 21 123 162 
-ing - - - 2 3 4 9 
Total 2 (0,5%) 1 (0,1%) 38 (6,6%) 96 

(16,6%)
142 
(24,5%)

300 (51,7%) 409
(100%)

Table 13. The senses of prevent with the nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing complements in EAF

Table 13 shows that nominalizations are much more common than -human NPs in EAF in 

comparison to the CLMET corpora, where these two types were roughly as common. 

Nominalizations form 54,8% of the data, while -human NPs only 35%. 

The table shows that in EAF the subsenses 8.a and 8.b involving anticipation form 41,1% 

of the data, and the subsense 8.c involving frustration represents 51,7%. The subsenses are 

demonstrated below, in the order of 8.a, 8.b and 8.c.
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(1) The upper portion is then to be removed, and when this is very heavy, as is 
generally the case, since the hives are almost always found in very large old 
trees, the greatest care and accuracy are requisite to prevent a tremendous and 
dangerous rebound of one or both the parts. (Early American Fiction\Caroline M. 
Kirkland.  Forest Life Vol 1 (1842).txt, Line 6744)

(2) There are two all controlling reasons why this match should be prevented. 
(Early American Fiction\Epes Sargent. Fleetwood; Or, The Stain of Birth A 
Novel of American Life (1845).txt, Line 5497)

(3) The ever-recurring change of officers prevents any important gain from 
experience, and is an absolute bar to any regularly-pursued system. (Early 
American Fiction\Caroline M. Kirkland.  Forest Life Vol 1 (1842).txt, Line 
9518)

When this sense is considered separately, the percentages for subsenses 8.a, 8.b and 8.c are 18%, 

26% and 56% respectively. The subsenses 8.a and 8.b involving anticipation together form 44% of 

the occurrences of this sense in EAF. In CLMET 1, these subsenses of anticipation formed 60% of 

the occurrences, 52% in CLMET 2, and 57,1% in CLMET 3. In this respect, EAF is more in line 

with the situation in CLMET 3 than in CLMET 2, i.e. subsense 8.c involving frustrating is well on 

its way becoming more common than the subsenses of anticipation. However, it is not clear whether 

the observation by the OED should apply to American English, as well.

All occurrences of +human NPs were again cases of ellipsis of the sentential complement 

from-ing, and thus represent sense 7 in the OED:

(4) And before a hand could be raised to prevent him, he had emptied the 
contents of the carpet-bag upon the table.(Early American Fiction\Bret Harte. 
The Luck of Roaring Camp, and Other Sketches (1870).txt, Line 2919)

In EAF, there were no instances of sense 1.b, “to meet beforehand a wish, desire, etc.”, 

which was found with six instances in CLMET 1, and with one occurrence in CLMET 2. However, 

sense 2 was found with one occurrence, similarly to CLMET 2 (two instances in CLMET 1). 

(5)  She started, and with wild eye gazing around her, proceeded with all haste to 
gather up her little stores. But in this she was prevented. (Early American 
Fiction\William Gilmore Simms. The Wigwam and the Cabin Vol 2 (1845).txt, 
Line 1099)

This example, representing pattern NP in NP, is rare in EAF: it forms only 0,3% of the nominal 

complements. 

The NP from NP pattern, related to sense 6, appeared twice in EAF, forming 0,7% of the 
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nominal complements:

(6)  "Suffer me to pass, Miss Clarence," he said, "compel me not to further vio- 
lence."    "I would prevent you from further violence -- have you forgotten every 
thing gentlemanly, manly, that you dare, like a common ruffian, to force your- 
self into our apartment?" (Early American Fiction\Catharine Maria Sedgwick. 
Clarence; Or, A Tale of Our Own Times Vol 2 (1830).txt, Line 13175)

(7) Mrs. Matson had seen Edith at Brier Hill, but this did not prevent her from a 
close scrutiny as she conducted her to the large, handsome chamber... (Early 
American Fiction\Mary J. Holmes. Darkness and Daylight, Line 3387)

(6) is apparently a case of the sense of preventing the person denoted by the object NP from 

committing an action, i.e. a violent act similar to forcing oneself into an apartment. While (6) may 

be considered similar to the sense of the NP from-ing pattern (sense 7), (7) is different: the person 

denoted by the object NP (her) would not commit the action denoted by the latter NP (a close 

scrutiny), but she is only precluded from being subjected to it. The NP from NP pattern was most 

common in CLMET 1 and CLMET 2 with approximately 3% and 8 instances in both, while in 

CLMET 3 only one instance was found. It is noteworthy that this pattern appears only twice in EAF, 

as against 8 occurrences in CLMET 1 and 2, even though it is almost double in size as a corpus. 

9.3 Sentential complements

In Table 14, I give the number of tokens of each sentential complement pattern, and the number of 

tokens of each verb form of prevent in relation to each complement. The number of occurrences and 

percentages of each complement as regards each verb form follow in the adjacent columns, and the 

total number of occurrences and percentages of each complement are on the bottom row. The 

numbers in parentheses with prevented indicate the numbers of instances in the passive voice out of 

the total.

EAF NP from-ing    % NP -ing   %   -ing    % Poss -ing    %   Total nr
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Prevent 117 50 21 9 9 3 89 38 236
Prevents 10 83 - - - 2 17 12
Preventing 7 64 - - - 4 36 11
Prevented 157(46) 67 8(3) 4 - - 69 29 234
Total 291 59 29 6 9 2 164 33 493

Table 14. The sentential complements of prevent in EAF

As regards the variation of the sentential complements, the situation is very similar in EAF to that in 

CLMET 2. The NP from -ing pattern is the most common with 59% in EAF, and 63,2% in CLMET 

2.

(1) ...he ran forward, raising, as he did so, a cloud of dust that prevented the 
frightened child from seeing in what direc- tion the hat was gone. (Early 
American Fiction\Alice Cary. Clovernook, Or, Recollections of Our 
Neighborhood in the West Vol 1  (1852).txt, Line 13479)

The poss-ing complements are second most common with 33% in EAF and 29,8% in 

CLMET 2.

(2) ...and when I had walked a little way, I turned and looked again, but the dense 
shadow would have prevented my seeing any thing, if any thing had been there. 
(Early American Fiction\Alice Cary. Clovernook, Or, Recollections of Our 
Neighborhood in the West Vol 1  (1852).txt, Line 2510)

The NP -ing pattern represents 6% of sentential complementation of prevent in EAF, and 

6,4% in CLMET 2.

(3) The heat became intense: the men who worked the nearest engine were 
continually drenched with water to prevent their clothes taking fire. (Early 
American Fiction\Bayard Taylor. John Godfrey's Fortunes; Related by Himself 
(1864).txt, Line 18019)

Moreover, there were three cases of passive with this complement in EAF, whereas in CLMET 2 

there were four such cases.

(4) When I reached home in the evening, they were all in bed again; and I learned 
they had been prevented going to the party on account of the weather. (Early 
American Fiction\Frederic S. Cozzens. The Sparrowgrass Papers; or, Living in 
the Country (1856).txt, Line 6761)

The simple -ing forms are very marginal in EAF with 2%, as well as in CLMET 2 with 

0,6%. 

(5) he was accustomed to leave the child in the care of the dog, who was much 
attached to it, while absent at a distant restaurant for his meals, taking the 
precaution to lock them up together to prevent kidnapping. (Early American 
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Fiction\Ambrose Bierce. The Fiend's Delight By Dod Grile (1873).txt, Line 1567)

In EAF, as in CLMET 1, CLMET 2, and CLMET 3, the majority of examples were 

produced by prevent and prevented. The patterns NP -ing and simple -ing did not have any 

occurrences with prevents and preventing, and the poss-ing complements and even the NP from -ing 

pattern had only a couple of examples with these rarer verb forms. This fact makes it hard to claim 

that the horror aequi constraint would have much effect on the occurrence of any of the gerundive 

complements with preventing. 

There were five instances of the NP -ing pattern where the object NP of prevent was 

pronominal, and 10 instances where the object NP was a noun phrase of only one lexical item. In the 

rest of the cases (11 examples), the object NP was two or three lexical items. There was also one 

example of an object NP with four lexical items (note that modals were included as lexical items):

(6) ...while the rest stood halloowing like madmen to prevent any alarm that 
Wehle might raise attracting attention on the other side. (1809-1874. Edward 
Eggleston: The End of the World A Love Story, Line 6013)

This instance of a long object NP is actually quite complex also because it includes a whole that-

clause. However, this is only one instance, and 15 examples out of 26 (excluding the passivized 

ones) had a short object NP, as was noted above. By contrast, there were numerous examples of 

very long and complex object NPs occurring with the from-ing pattern:

(7) Happily, for the hidden party, the grass in which they were concealed, not 
only served to skreen them from the eyes of the savages, but opposed an 
obstacle to prevent their horses, which were no less rude and untrained than 
their riders, from trampling on them, in their irregular and wild paces. (1809-
1874. James Fenimore Cooper. The Prairie Vol 1, Line 3702)

It can be concluded that the NP-ing examples are mostly used with short object NPs after prevent, 

similarly to all parts of CLMET. But just as in CLMET, in EAF it does not look like the occasional 

use of NP-ing with short object NPs in any way causes the from-ing pattern not to be used with short 

object NPs, as well.

10. The British National Corpus (the 20th century)
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In this chapter, the variation of the complementation patterns of prevent will be approached 

differently from the previous chapters. With the help of two search facilities tailored for the BNC 

corpus, The BNC Web and the Word Sketch Engine, it is possible not only to do searches based on 

tags, but also to create subcorpora according to various criteria. Several different methods were 

employed in studying the data, both from a quantitative and qualitative point of view (see chapter 5 

for details on the methods used in acquiring the quantitative results), especially with regard to the 

two dominant patterns NP from -ing (prevent me from going) and NP -ing (prevent me going), and 

the aim is to find factors which affect their variation in relation to each other. 

The poss-ing and -ing complementation patterns are so rare with prevent in present-day 

English (e.g. Heyvaert et al., 2005, and Mair, 2002) that they are not regarded as serious competitors 

for the other two sentential patterns, NP from -ing and NP-ing. Because of this, the poss-ing and 

-ing complements will not be analyzed in depth, but only as regards their variation in relation to the 

two dominant patterns. The two dominant sentential complementation patterns of prevent will be 

studied first in quantitative terms, examining their distribution in relation to each other in the whole 

BNC and in several subcorpora. After that, one unexpected but perhaps significant finding will be 

introduced in a separate section, and then the competition between the two dominant patterns will be 

analyzed according to possible meaning differences. 

For the semantic analysis, the data was gathered by first conducting a lemma search, then 

by choosing examples that came from texts that had several occurrences of prevent. The motivation 

behind this procedure is to find out whether the different sentential complements used in a text 

written by one author are linked to different meanings. The aim is also to see whether all authors use 

the different complements with different meanings, or whether only some authors do. However, a 

possible meaning distinction should also hold beyond the use of individual authors. In order to find 

data for this approach, a random sample of 100 examples was taken, producing 45 sentential 

examples.

The data for the nominal complements was collected differently from the data for sentential 
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complements, as was explained in chapter 5. Only the prepositional complementation pattern, NP 

from NP, and +human pronouns as complements of prevent will be discussed, as it is not possible to 

know the total number of tokens of any other types of nominal complements. This is simply because 

there are so many of them, and the number of all nominal complementation patterns of prevent in 

the BNC can only be deduced from the overall number of examples of  prevent in the BNC and the 

number of sentential complements among them. In the overview of all complementation patterns of 

prevent found in the BNC, the total number of all simple NP complements is included: this figure 

was acquired by reducing the counts of all other patterns found in the BNC (i.e. prepositional 

nominal patterns and all sentential patterns) from the total number that a lemma search for prevent 

gives in the BNC. With this figure, it is possible to comment on the relative variation between the 

nominal and sentential complementation of prevent. Although there is a slight chance that some rare 

pattern may not be included in the table, such cases would not affect the overall figures and relative 

proportions to any significant extent. 

10.1 Overview

In the following table, I give the total number of the sentential NP from-ing, NP-ing, poss-ing and 

-ing examples, obtained by several different search methods that were explained in chapter 5. The 

figures for NP from NP examples should be quite accurately the total number of occurrences. As 

was mentioned above, the total count of examples of simple nominal complements was acquired by 

reducing the number of examples of all the above mentioned patterns (sentential ones as well as 

prepositional nominal examples) from the total number of occurrences of prevent in the BNC. I also 

give the proportional percentages of nominal versus sentential complements (“NP/sentential”), 

acquired by reducing the number of sentential tokens from the total number of tokens of prevent in 

the BNC.

The more marginal complementation patterns, NP -ing in the passive voice, -ing forms and 

from NP were searched in the BNC Web by first querying each verb form and then running a tag 
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sequence search (see section 5.2 for details). The tag sequence search should produce almost all 

examples of -ing forms, as there is not likely to be any kind of insertions between this complement 

and its matrix verb, and the same applies to the passive NP -ing. The results for from NP and NP 

from NP complements, acquired by using the Sketch Engine (see section 5.1 for details), were of 

course checked, and the figures should be very accurate. As for the poss-ing complements, it was 

mentioned in chapter 5 that it is difficult to find those examples where the possessive is not a 

pronoun (e.g. prevent the ship's capsizing), hence some of these are probably missing from the 

count; but judging by the small number of the possessive pronoun +-ing complements in general 

(and in the historical corpora as well), the other type of possessives with -ing are most likely very 

rare. 

BNC Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm.
fr.

NP from -ing 1391   (60%) 230 (10%) 325 (14%) 470 (16%) 2316 (22,2%) 23.1

NP from -ing
(pass)

- - - 233 (100%) 233 (2,2%) 2.3

from -ing 1   (100%) - - - 1 (0,01%) 0.01
NP -ing 1365   (78%) 138 (8%) 109 (6%) 142 (8%) 1754 (16,96%) 17.5
NP -ing (pass) - - - 1 (100%) 1 (0,01%) 0.01
-ing 155 (85%) 13 (7%) 8 (4,2%) 7 (3,8%) 183 (1,8%) 1.8
NP+ infinitive 1 (100%) - - - 1 (0,01%) 0.01
Poss -ing 36 (58%) 6 (9,7%) 3 (4,8%) 17 (27,5%) 62 (0,6%) 0.6
from NP 1 (100%) - - - 1 (0,01%) 0.01
NP from NP 9 (45%) 2 (10%) 1 (5%) 8 (40%) 20 (0,2%) 0.2
NP (all)
NP/Sentential

3717
56%/44%

328
46%/54%

775
63%/37%

948
52%/48%

5867 (56%)
55%/45%

58.7
-

Total 6674 (64%) 715 (7%) 1219 (12%) 1824 (17%) 10439(100%) 104.4
Table 15. The complements of prevent in the BNC

The most common complementation type with prevent in the BNC is simple nominal 

complements, forming 56% of the total (see the total for “NP (all)” in the table). 

(1) Exhaustion is a permanent feature preventing the completion of even the 
most simple task. (A01, 186)

The normalized frequency of this pattern, 58.7 instances per million words, is quite similar to the 



79

equivalent figures 63 and 44.7 instances per million words in CLMET 2 and 3; it seems to have 

come up since the period of CLMET 3. 

The second most common type is NP from-ing, forming 24,4% of the total.

(2) They were said to have been forcibly dressed in the prison uniform and held 
for at least 17 days with their arms chained to the cell bars to prevent them 
from removing the uniform. (A03, 605)

The normalized frequency for this complementation pattern is 25.4 instances per million words, 

which is closest to the equivalent figure in EAF, 20.5 instances per million words. The normalized 

frequencies for this pattern were 36.7 in CLMET 1, 59.7 in CLMET 2, and 42 in CLMET 3. 

Comparing the normalized frequencies, it looks like the pattern NP from-ing has been declining in 

frequency from 1850 towards present-day English (from CLMET 3, 1850-1920, to the BNC, 1965-

1995), after having increased in frequency during the period of 1780-1850 (CLMET 2). 

The third most common complementation type is NP -ing, with almost 17%.

(3) Kay, an ACET nurse, visits a client to administer Petamadine to help 
prevent him developing pneumocystis corinii pneumonia (PCP). (A00, 301)

When comparing the normalized frequencies, it is obvious that this pattern has increased in 

frequency over the centuries: in CLMET 1, there were 4 occurrences per million words, 6 in 

CLMET 2, 10.3 in CLMET 3, and 17.5 in the BNC. 

The rest of the complementation patterns are very marginal: -ing forms constitute 1,8% of 

the total, and poss-ing complements 0,6%.

(4) A small bevel underneath prevents smearing when drawing ink. (A0X, 1489)

(5) I returned the folders to Mellowes during the lunch hour with a note 
explaining that union instructions prevented my undertaking the work. (A0R, 
559)

The normalized frequencies for these patterns are 1.8 instances per million words (-ing) and 0.6 

instances (poss-ing). Poss-ing had as many as 20.7 occurrences per million words in CLMET 1, 28 

in CLMET 2, 9.5 in CLMET 3, and 13.8 in EAF. It is clear that this pattern has been in decline 

since the 19th century. The simple -ing forms, on the other hand, have been rare in all the corpora 

discussed so far.
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There were also only 20 instances of the NP from NP pattern, with a normalized frequency 

of 0.25 instances per million words. This is exactly the same as in EAF, and in CLMET 3 the 

equivalent figure is 0.3. In this respect, this pattern has not actually become any rarer since late 19th 

century.

(6) This has led to the view that Bismarck's real aim was to stifle Austro-
Russian conflict by attaching Austria-Hungary to Germany, so that he could 
hold her back and prevent the two autocracies from mutual destruction. (CM6, 
1530)

Some curiosities came up in the data: one example of from-ing without object NP after 

prevent (7), one example of from NP without object NP after prevent (8), one example of bare 

infinitive after prevent (9), and one example of NP -ing in the passive (10):

(7) ... a number of members will prevent from getting to that meeting to to put 
their views on the table and for this reason er they decided to defer that. (JJA, 
410)

(8) ... the switch construction prevents from access to live parts. (ECJ, 199)

(9) Now staff have started a share scheme to help prevent that happen. (K1P, 
1640)

(10) If one person is prevented getting AIDS from this officer, we've paid for 
that person for two years... (KRL, 4350)

Example (7) is from the spoken section of the corpus, and this fact alone explains the deviant use of 

prevent (as in speech, there is naturally a higher error content than in writing), or it is a case of 

ellipsis. In (8), the object NP of prevent seems to have been ellipted, as it can be understood from 

the context that the object NP would refer to no person in particular. (9), on the other hand, is not 

from the spoken section of the corpus. However, the presence of the verb help may explain this 

erroneous use of prevent, as help often selects a bare infinitive as its complement, and the uses of 

the two verbs have simply been mixed. The sole example of a passivized NP -ing pattern, example 

(10), is again from the spoken section. This finding supports Huddleston and Pullum (2002: 1238), 

who state this use to be marginal, rather than completely non-existent (see section 4.2.2).

There are some conspicuous changes in the variation of the complementation patterns of 

prevent when comparing CLMET 3 and the BNC. The NP from-ing pattern is no longer advancing 

in frequency, but has given way to the NP -ing pattern. The poss-ing pattern has become very rare 
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(confirmed also by Heyvaert et al., 2005: poss-ing found only 32 times in the Collins Cobuild 

corpus), whereas the simple -ing complements seem to have resurfaced as a complement of prevent 

(no examples were found in CLMET 3). The nominal complements have also increased in 

frequency to some extent, after having gone through a slight decline from CLMET 2 to CLMET 3. 

The rare NP from NP has survived through centuries to present-day, without any noteworthy 

changes in frequency.

Rohdenburg's (1996) complexity principle has been proven to be true from a diachronic 

point of view: the “more explicit” NP from -ing pattern has indeed become more common over time 

than the NP -ing pattern, up until the 20th century when it has given room to the NP-ing complement. 

The section on sentential complements will examine the variation between the NP from -ing and NP 

-ing patterns from the point of view of their distribution in different subcorpora, as the text type or 

other special characteristic of a subcorpus may affect the variation between them. Because 

Babováková (2005) has studied the length of the object NPs after prevent, this aspect will not be 

studied in this thesis with the present-day data. Instead, the in-depth analysis will be from a semantic 

point of view, aiming to find differences in meaning between the two dominant sentential 

complementation patterns. 

10.2 Nominal complements

This section briefly discusses the nominal complementation pattern NP from NP, and data of simple 

+human object NPs after prevent. The examples of the NP from NP pattern were acquired by using 

the Sketch Engine, as was explained in section 5.1. The examples of +human object NPs of prevent 

are studied in order to find out whether all are cases of ellipsis of the sentential complement. 

10.2.1 NP from NP

Table 16 gives the number of tokens of the NP from NP pattern in the BNC according to the 

different verb forms.
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BNC Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented Total Norm. fr.
NP from NP 9 2 1 8 20     0.2

Table 16. The number of tokens of the NP from NP complementation pattern in the BNC

As was already mentioned in the overview, this pattern has 0.2 occurrences per million words in the 

BNC, which is less than in CLMET 3 (0.3 occurrences per million), but not dramatically so. This 

pattern has always been somewhat marginal, and it probably continues to be used in the future.

Some of the examples deserve a couple of comments. In (1), the -ing participle is 

premodified by an attributive adjective, which changes it into an 'action nominal' (a term from Lees, 

1960: 71), and it is to be interpreted as a noun phrase: 

(1) Does my right hon. Friend agree that the Government's proposals to 
introduce powers to prevent local authorities from excessive spending by 
means of capping will be very well received by all those in Labour-controlled 
authorities who have to put up with excessive tax bills? (HHV, 986)

In all the examples below, the NP has an equivalent verb: to waste, to contact, to over-

extend, to score, to work, to comment. 

(2) But these laws are intended to prevent men from such 'wastage' of seed... 
(ACL)

(3) ... a parent may be prevented from personal contact with a child in care. 
(CRW)

(4) ...and at the top end of the range will incorporate a hinged system designed 
to prevent the knee from over-extension. (G2W)

(5) Whiteman, who played in the 1992 debacle, must have been spurred on by 
the memory as his rink took 13 shots over the last six ends while preventing 
the opposition from any further score. (CF9, 370)

(6) It has now been shown that Ramsay continued to develop and refine his 
style until an injury to his painting arm in March 1773 prevented him from 
further work. (CC0, 599)

(7) ...which would have prevented him from some of his more questionable 
comments, such as the reference to them as "social outcasts". (A0P, 1757)

It is easy to see why this pattern is said to be “rare or merged in 7” in the OED, i.e. it may have for 

the most part merged into the sentential pattern NP from-ing, even though the normalized 

frequencies would not suggest this kind of change on a grand scale in the frequency of this pattern. 

Moreover, some of the examples carry the specific sense of 'to preclude a person or agent from 
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something', which is not the same as to prevent a person or agent from an action. In (8) below, the 

latter NP in the NP from NP sequence has an equivalent verb, thus representing an action rather 

than an event; but the person denoted by the object NP is not prevented from committing that 

action, but precluded from being subjected to that action, committed by somebody else. 

(8) Yet all her precautions do not seem to have prevented the 26-year-old 
woman from abduction. (CBF, 12395)

The next example is similar with respect to the latter NP:

(11) Mines are then laid to prevent the embankments from an attack.

However, this is the only example in the data where the object NP of prevent was -human 

(embankments), although the object NP is probably intended to refer to the people behind the 

embankments, not the embankments themselves.

Furthermore, three examples had a noun phrase that cannot directly be converted into a 

verb:

(9) ...problems which once the operation had been conducted, would not 
prevent the child from an average life. (ANA)

(10) ...and it was for this love that he killed him, to prevent him from the 
trouble brewing ahead for him. (KA1)

(11) Israeli officials have maintained that solitary confinement is necessary to 
prevent Mordechai Vanunu from other inmates... (CJR)

In examples (9) and (10), a person is precluded from being subjected to some kind of a phenomenon 

or a thing. In (11), the latter NP in the NP from NP sequence is not even a phenomenon, but refers to 

people (inmates). This is the only example where the latter NP in the prepositional phrase is 

+human; in the OED, all examples had a -human latter NP. The sentence could perhaps be rephrased 

so that the person denoted by the object NP (Mordechai Vanunu) is prevented from getting in 

(probably violent) contact with other inmates. 

In CLMET 1, in 7 out of 8 cases of NP from NP the latter NP was a nominalization; in 

CLMET 2, in 6 out of 8 cases; in CLMET 3, in the only instance found of this pattern the latter NP 

was a nominalization; and in the BNC, in 15 out of 20 cases the latter NP was a nominalization. So 
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even though there are only five instances in the BNC that are clearly of sense 6, 'to preclude a 

person or agent from something', it must be kept in mind that they were rare also in the data from 

the historical corpora. Moreover, it was only in the BNC that one example had a +human latter NP 

in the prepositional construction. With only 20 examples of this pattern overall, it is impossible to 

say for sure whether it is really merging into the NP from -ing pattern, or just keeping a low profile 

as has been the case through centuries.

10.2.2 Prevent with +human object NP complements

In this section, I discuss the sample of +human simple NPs as complements of prevent, and examine 

whether they are all cases of ellipsis of the from-ing/-ing participle. This was the case with all 

examples of +human simple NPs as objects of prevent in the CLMET corpora. 

The search that was conducted does not produce any cases of +human NPs other than 

pronouns as object NPs of prevent, but judging by their rarity in the diachronic corpora, it is unlikely 

that there are many of these in the BNC. The comparison of the +human NPs between the historical 

corpora and the BNC has to be limited to pronouns only, but the main point is still to see if there are 

examples where there is no ellipsis of the sentential complement. 

As was briefly explained in 5.1, I ran a lemma search in the Sketch Engine with the filter set 

to include any of the following pronouns in first position after the key term: me, you, him, her, us, 

and them. After this, instances which included sentential complements were excluded. As a result, 

there were 50 instances of the type prevent followed only by a +human pronoun as its complement. 

The following table presents the results in detail.

BNC Prevent Prevents Preventing Prevented total
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me 5 - - 6 11 (22%)
you 6 - - - 6 (12%)
him 3 - 1 6 10 (20%)
her - - 2 6 8 (16%)
us 3 - - - 3 (6%)
them 9 - 2 1 12 (24%)
Total 26 (52%) - 5 (10%) 19 (38%) 50 (100%)
Table 17. Prevent with a +human pronoun as complement

The table shows the number of occurrences of +human pronouns without sentential complements as 

object NPs of prevent.  It is the total number of +human pronouns that is most interesting in this 

table, when comparing the results with the diachronic corpora. There are only 50 examples 

altogether, which makes 0.5 occurrences per 1 million words. In CLMET 1, this type had 11.7 

instances per million words; in CLMET 2, 5.3 instances per million; and in CLMET 3, 4.5 instances 

per million. These figures suggest a decline in the frequency of ellipsis from the sentential 

complementation patterns of prevent, but the reason for the smaller figure in the BNC is most likely 

that the search did not produce all the examples from the whole corpus, especially as only pronouns 

were included.

10.3 Sentential complements

This section discusses the sentential complements of prevent in the BNC, the focus being on the two 

most common variants NP from -ing (prevent me from going) and NP -ing (prevent me going). The 

poss-ing (prevent my going) and simple -ing (prevent going) complements are discussed in the 

overview as regards their frequency in relation to the two more common patterns, but after that they 

are excluded from the discussion. This is because they are much rarer than the NP from -ing and NP 

-ing patterns, as has been observed in the overview in section 10.1, and do not present serious 

competition for these patterns. 



86

10.3.1 Overview

The table below gives the number of occurrences of each pattern of sentential complementation of 

prevent, and their percentages in relation to each other and according to each verb form. The bottom 

row gives the totals for each complementation pattern, and the last two right-hand columns give the 

totals for each verb form.

BNC from
-ing

% NP
-ing

% -ing % Poss 
-ing

% Total (verb 
form)

 %

Prevent 1391 47 1365 46 153 5 36 2 2945 68
Prevents 230 59 138 36 13 3,4 6 1,6 387 9
Preventing 325 73 109 24,5 8 1,8 3 0,7 445 10
Prevented 470 74 142 22 7 1 17 3 636 15
Total 2316 53,7 1754 40,7 181 4,2 62 1,4 4313 100

Table 18. The sentential complements of prevent in the BNC

Table 18 above shows that the NP from -ing pattern is the most common of the sentential 

complements with 53,7% of the total. 

(1) Lack of medical knowledge, for example, does not prevent the courts from 
deciding whether the use of a particular medical procedure was negligent. (FP2, 
1125)

This is, however, a noteworthy drop from the 68% of the total observed in CLMET 3, representing 

the period of 1850-1920. The second most common sentential pattern in the BNC is the NP -ing 

pattern, sharing almost half of the examples in the data with the NP from -ing pattern with 40,7% of 

the total. 

(2) To prevent this happening, it is useful to spread a layer of sand over the floor 
of the pool and along the marginal shelves to act as a cushion. (GV1, 111)

This pattern was the second most common also in CLMET 3, but only with 17% of the total, still 

challenged by the poss-ing complements, which formed 15% of the total. The increase in the 

frequency of the NP -ing pattern is even more radical than the decrease in the frequency of the NP 

from -ing pattern. Moreover, the NP -ing pattern increased in frequency also when comparing 

CLMET 2 and CLMET 3, from 6,4% to 17% (in CLMET 1, the situation was almost the same to 

that in CLMET 2: the pattern represented 6,2% of the data). It is obvious that this pattern started to 

rapidly increase in frequency approximately from 1850 onwards, gaining an almost equal status in 
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present-day British English with the historically more common NP from -ing pattern. 

The NP from -ing pattern, however, has not undergone any major decrease in frequency 

with respect to the other sentential complements. However, as was observed in the overview, the NP 

from-ing pattern has actually decreased significantly in frequency overall, when the normalized 

frequencies are considered.  

The poss-ing complements form only 1,4% of the total in the BNC. 

(3) I returned the folders to Mellowes during the lunch hour with a note 
explaining that union instructions prevented my undertaking the work. (A0R, 
559)

This pattern has gone down from 32% in CLMET 1, to 29,8% in CLMET 2, and to 15% in CLMET 

3. 

Overall, when the sentential complements are considered, the pattern NP from -ing has 

steadily become more common until the 20th century, and the NP -ing pattern has undergone a 

dramatic increase in frequency some time during the period of 1920 to 1990s, while the poss-ing 

complement has at the same time become much less common, and is about to disappear completely. 

On a final note, here it seems that the horror aequi effect may in fact be present: poss-ings were used 

only three times with preventing.

Incidentally, there were no examples of the simple -ing form in CLMET 3, but in CLMET 

1 they represented 4% of the data and 2% in CLMET 2. In the BNC, they form 4,2% of the data. 

This pattern seems to have a permanently marginal status among the sentential complements of 

prevent. 

(4) A small bevel underneath prevents smearing when drawing with ink. (A0X, 
1489)

With this pattern as well, the horror aequi constraint is likely to have caused the rarity of instances 

with preventing, especially in comparison with the base form: 153 of all instances of the simple -ing 

pattern occurred with the base form, and only eight of all instances occurred with preventing. 

As for the variation of the patterns across different verb forms, the same trend emerges 

once again: the NP -ing, poss-ing and -ing patterns are by far most common with the base form. The 
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NP from -ing pattern, however, is now also most common with the base form, where previously this 

complement occurred roughly as often with prevent and prevented. However, when the type of 

complement with the different verb forms is examined, it turns out that the NP from -ing and NP 

-ing patterns are in almost 50:50 variation with the base form of prevent, forming 47% and 46% of 

the data for this verb form respectively. With the other verb forms, NP -ing and the poss-ing and 

-ing complements are much less common in relation to NP from -ing.

10.3.2 Prevent NP from -ing vs. Prevent NP -ing: Distribution in the subcorpora 

As was explained in chapter 5, the quantitative results produced by the CQL query were gathered 

first from the whole BNC, and then from the following subcorpora: the written, spoken and written-

to-be-spoken sections; the subcorpora representing three different time periods (1960-1974, 1975-

1984, and 1985-1995); newspaper texts20 and imaginative texts; and informative texts as a whole 

and as divided into eight further subcorpora according to different domains (world affairs, arts, 

leisure, belief and thought, natural and pure sciences, applied sciences, social sciences, commerce 

and finance). 

10.3.2.1 The whole BNC and the Written, Spoken and Written-to-be-spoken sections

The following tables compare the variation of the NP from-ing and NP-ing complementation 

patterns with respect to each other, first in the whole BNC, then in the written and spoken sections 

of the corpus separately.

Verb form     from      %       0      %
Prevent    1391      50    1365      50
Prevents     230      63     138      37
Preventing     325      75     109      25
Prevented     470      77     142      23
Total    2316      57    1754      43

Table 19. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in the whole BNC

20 See Appendix 3 for a list of files included in the corpus. Note that texts labelled as autocues to be read on tv were 
not included in order to prevent overlap between the subcorpora, as some of these texts were included in the written-to-
be-spoken subcorpus.
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Verb form     from      %       0      %
Prevent    1365      51    1337      49
Prevents     222      61     140      39
Preventing     320      74     111      26
Prevented     571      79     151      21
Total    2478      59    1739      41
Table 20. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in the written section of the BNC

Verb form     from      %       0      %
Prevent      34     40      50      60
Prevents      12      86       2     14
Preventing       5      31      11      69
Prevented       3      43       4      57
Total      54      40      67      60

Table 21. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in the spoken  section of the BNC

Table 19 shows that in total, the NP from-ing variant is more common in the whole BNC than the 

NP -ing variant, but not strikingly so. When looking at the different inflectional forms, we find that 

the two complements are actually equally common with the base form of prevent; with other 

inflectional forms, there is a definite preference for NP from-ing, ranging in percentages from 63 to 

77. 

The figures in table 20, representing the written section of the BNC, are almost the same as 

in table 19, because the spoken section is so much smaller than the written section (which comprises 

90% of the corpus), and hence does not have much effect on the total combined figures. The number 

of examples of prevent in the spoken section (table 21) is so small that nothing too certain can be 

said, but the NP -ing complement seems to be much more common in speech than in writing, with a 

lead of 10%, both in totals and with the base form. The variation according to the other inflectional 

forms seems intriguing: NP from-ing is strongly preferred with prevents, while NP -ing is preferred 

with preventing, but these could be mere coincidences with so little data. A bigger corpus of 

transcribed speech would be interesting here, in order to ascertain whether this variation is 

indicative of a real difference in use.  
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Verb form     from      %       0       %
Prevent       7      17     34       83
Prevents       1      50      1       50
Preventing       4      57      3       43
Prevented       2      67      1       33
Total      14      32     39       68

Table 22. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in the written-to-be-spoken section of  

the BNC

In the written-to-be-spoken subcorpus (Table 22), NP -ing was clearly more common than 

NP from-ing, even with so little data. However, the NP -ing complement has a clear predominance 

only with examples of prevent in the base form. There are only a handful of examples available for 

the other verb forms, so it is not very useful to compare them, but it seems that the variation is more 

or less even overall with other forms than the base form. When contrasting the data from the 

written-to-be-spoken subcorpus with the data from the written and spoken subcorpora (tables 20 and 

21), it seems that texts written with the purpose of being read aloud are somehow influenced by this 

purpose, and therefore “mimic” the variation that is present in speech, i.e. the preference for NP -ing

. But once again, it must be noted that the figures for this subcorpus are too small to be entirely 

reliable.

10.3.2.2 The Diachronic subcorpora

The following tables compare the variation of the NP from-ing and NP-ing complementation 

patterns with respect to each other in the three subcorpora of different time periods. Normalized 

frequencies are also in the table, even though they may not be entirely trustworthy when comparing 

subcorpora that include different kinds of texts (the first subperiod only includes fiction). 

Verb form     from       % Norm. fr.      0       % Norm. fr.
Prevent      22      60     15      40
Prevents       2     100       -       0
Preventing       6     100       -       0
Prevented      17      94      1       6
Total      47      75      56     16      25      19

Table 23. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in texts from 1960-1974 in the BNC



91

Verb form     from      % Norm. fr.      0       % Norm. fr.
Prevent      58      51     55      49
Prevents      13      76      4      24
Preventing       9      75      3      25
Prevented      28      90      3      10
Total     108      59      24     65      41      14

Table 24. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in texts from 1975-1984 in the BNC

Verb form     from       % Norm. fr.      0      % Norm. fr.
Prevent    1281       50   1285      50
Prevents     219       60    138      40
Preventing     297       72    114      28
Prevented     421       74    150      26
Total    2218       57     24   1687      43      18
Table 25. Distribution of the NP from -ing and NP -ing complements in texts from 1985-1995 in the BNC

Tables 23-25 represent the diachronic subcorpora in the BNC. Table 20 shows that the NP 

-ing variant was used in only 16 instances in the 47 texts that were written during the first time 

period (1960-1974), in contrast with NP from-ing that was used considerably more often, 47 times. 

The texts from this time period are all from works of fiction; texts categorised as 'informative' are 

only represented in the two later periods (and the two later periods include fiction as well; see 

section 5.1 for more information). Whether this makes any difference in the variation is hard to say, 

because no comparison can be made with other studies (the LOB corpus, used in Mair's (2002) and 

Babováková's (2005) studies, for example, contains also non-fictional texts). The results seem to 

agree more or less with Mair's (2002) results (8 examples of NP -ing with the base form of prevent 

in LOB), even though these texts span a whole decade instead of just one year. The normalized 

frequencies, on the other hand, do not support Mair (ibid.), but perhaps they are not to be trusted in 

this case.

Texts from 1975-1984 (table 24) show more or less the same distribution as do texts from 

1985-1995 (table 25), when looking at the percentages. NP -ing is used more often with the base 

form than the other verb forms, with a ratio of roughly 50:50 against NP from-ing in both corpora, 

which is in line with the overall trend that can be seen in the tables already discussed (a similar 
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phenomenon was also observed by Babováková (2005) in her data from the Collins Cobuild corpus, 

see chapter 2). However, because the percentages are in relation to the variants and not in relation to 

the inflectional forms of each variant, they somewhat obscure the disproportion between the sizes of 

the two later subcorpora, and blur the fact that the number of examples of prevents, preventing and 

prevented is very small in texts from 1975-1984 – only 10 examples altogether. These forms 

represent only 16% of the data, while the examples of the same forms in texts from 1985-1995 

represent 24%. It is clear from these figures that the NP -ing variant has become significantly more 

common with these above mentioned verb forms only during the last time period. Whether the 

fictional nature of the texts in the first time period is a factor in this respect is impossible to know.

Because the last time period does not equal that in the corpora used by Mair (2002) and 

Babováková (2005), it is hard say whether the ICAME corpora and the BNC have a different 

variation pattern for present-day British English, for instance due to differences in the gathering of 

texts, or whether the equal variation evidenced by Mair is a very recent phenomenon. If all the texts 

from the 80s in the BNC were excluded from the last time period, the variation could be the same as 

in FLOB. As for Babováková´s results from the Collins Cobuild subcorpora, it is not surprising that 

they show similar variation as the two later time periods of the BNC, because the Collins corpus 

also includes texts from the 1980s21. 

10.3.2.3 Distribution in different domains of written texts

In the following tables, the variation is examined with regard to different domains of written texts. 

First the tables for the 'newspaper texts' subcorpus, created in the BNC Web, and the 'imaginative 

texts' subcorpus are given. The genre labels22 included in the newspaper texts subcorpus are given in 

Appendix 3. The results for the 'informative texts' subcorpus are given first in one table, then with 

regard to each subsection.

21 Information from http://www.cobuild.collins.co.uk 
22 According to David Lee's Genre Classification (http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/genres.html) 

http://homepage.mac.com/bncweb/manual/genres.html
http://www.cobuild.collins.co.uk/
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Verb form     from       %      0      %
Prevent     129       31    283      69
Prevents      18       51     17      49
Preventing      30       59     21      41
Prevented      53       55     44      45
Total     230       39    365      61

Table 26. Distribution in newspaper texts in the BNC

Table 26 shows that in newspaper texts, the NP -ing variant is very strongly favoured – the 

total numbers are similar to those in the spoken and written-to-be-spoken subcorpora. Again, the 

base form seems to strongly favour the NP -ing variant, while with other verb forms from-ing is 

slightly more popular. The reason for the similarity between the results from the spoken and written-

to-be-spoken subcorpora and the newspaper subcorpus may be what Hundt and Mair (1999: 230) 

call a trend towards a more colloquial journalistic style, a trend that has emerged during the 20th 

century. Moreover, according to Hundt and Mair (ibid: 234), this increasing colloquialization of 

press texts has lead to them being increasingly open to innovations. Consequently, it is quite fitting 

that the apparently advancing pattern NP –ing has a similar variation in the spoken, written-to-be-

spoken and newspaper subcorpora. For all we know, the increasing use of NP-ing may have 

originated in spoken language, and then spread to newspaper language, whereas written texts in 

general, being less colloquial, are still lagging behind.

Verb form     from      %       0      %
Prevent      126      50     125      50
Prevents       9      64       5      36
Preventing       32      89       4      11
Prevented       74      79      20      21
Total      241      61     154      39

Table 27. Distribution in the whole ‘written imaginative' texts subcorpus of the BNC

In the "written imaginative texts" subcorpus (table 27), on the other hand, there is a 

definitely stronger preference to use NP from-ing when compared to the variation in the whole 

corpus. As regards the different inflectional forms, NP from-ing is preferred especially with other 

verb forms than the base form, while with the base form the variation is actually even. In this 
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subcorpus, 14% of the examples are from the first time period, which might have an effect on the 

predominance of NP from-ing (judging by the results in the subcorpus of the first time period (table 

23), and also according to Mair's (2002) theory). 

Verb form     from       %      0      %
Prevent    1238       51   1212      49
Prevents     214       61    136      39
Preventing     285       73    106      27
Prevented     397       75    133      25
Total     2134       57   1587      43

Table 28. Distribution in the whole “written informative” texts subcorpus in the BNC

The distribution of the variants in the whole “informative texts” subcorpus is quite similar 

to that in the “imaginative texts”: with the base form, the variants are almost equally common, and 

with the other inflectional forms NP from-ing is preferred rather strongly. Overall, the preference for 

NP from-ing is not quite as strong as with imaginative texts. 

The same trend can be seen also in the subsections “world affairs” (Table 29 below), 

“social science” and “commerce” (Appendix 1, tables 37 and 38). 

Verb form      from      %       0      %
Prevent      334     52     307      48
Prevents       17     57      13      43
Preventing       78     78      22      22
Prevented      160     72      61      28
Total      589     59     403      41

Table 29. Distribution in informative texts: world affairs

The NP from-ing variant is even more strongly favoured in subsections “arts” (table 30 

below), “belief and thought” and “natural and pure sciences” (Appendix 1, tables 39 and 40):

Verb form     from     %      0       %
Prevent       69     73     26       27
Prevents       15     75      5       25
Preventing       10     91      1       9
Prevented       31     84      6       16
Total      125     77     38       23

Table 30. Distribution in informative texts: arts
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The only subsections to diverge from this pattern are “leisure” (table 31 below), where NP 

-ing is slightly more common, and “applied sciences”, where the variation is only slightly tilted in 

favour of NP from-ing (Appendix 1, table 41):

Verb form      from      %       0      %
Prevent      190     40     282      60
Prevents       43     57      33      43
Preventing       44     68      21      32
Prevented       64     71      26      29

Total      341     49     362      51
Table 31. Distribution in informative texts: leisure

Here the variation is slightly in favour of NP -ing when all instances are considered, but only 

because it is used so much more often with the base form of prevent at the expense of NP from-ing,  

and the same applies for 'applied sciences' (Appendix 1, Table 35) where the percentages for the 

base form are 45-55 in favour of NP -ing.

To sum up, it seems to be the rule that NP from-ing is always the more common variant in 

these subcorpora with the verb forms prevents, preventing and prevented – and if NP -ing is more 

common when all instances are included, it is mostly thanks to the base form.  Both the 

“imaginative” and “informative” texts obviously favour NP from-ing in totals, with the exception of 

the subsections “leisure” and “applied sciences” where the variation is even, NP -ing being favoured 

mostly with the base form; and newspaper texts where NP -ing is clearly favoured overall, but once 

again mostly so with the base form. As was speculated, seeing that spoken texts seem to favour NP-

ing, it is not surprising that newspapers, an increasingly colloquial written genre (Hundt and Mair, 

1999), favour NP-ing strongly as well.

We can now recall the results from the diachronic subcorpora (section 10.3.2.2), which 

showed that NP -ing was almost exclusively used only with the base form during the first time 

period (once with prevented), and it has come to be used with other inflectional forms only in the 

two later periods. Mair's (2002) theory that NP -ing has advanced rapidly in frequency over the 20th 

century to present-day British English is apt here, and on the basis of this study, it seems to have 
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advanced first with the base form. Mair's (2002) claim concerned the diachronic angle; but the data 

gathered from different subcorpora, including written as well as spoken texts, also show very similar 

trends as do the diachronic sections, as regards the different inflectional forms of prevent. Whatever 

the overall frequency of the NP -ing variant, it is most common with the base form of prevent. With 

NP from-ing, the situation is practically the opposite: in all subcorpora introduced so far, it is almost 

without exception more common than NP -ing with prevents, preventing and especially prevented,  

with percentages varying from 51-100% (the only exception being the spoken section, where there 

are so few instances of prevent altogether that the percentages of individual verb forms are not to be 

trusted.)  

If Mair's (2002) theory is correct, these subcorpora show that written texts are more 

resistant to the advance of NP -ing than spoken texts, and some domains of written texts are likewise 

more resistant than others, although with the first time period the influence of this factor cannot be 

determined. The only written subcorpora in the BNC where NP -ing is more common than NP from-

ing, i.e. most 'advanced', are the “leisure” and “applied sciences” subsections of the informative 

texts subcorpus, and newspaper texts. The name “leisure” suggests a lower level of formality, in 

contrast with domains of presumably more formal texts like “informative: arts” or “informative: 

belief and thought”. The latter domains, on the other hand, seem to be the most resistant to the 

advance of NP -ing, and they can be assumed to include more formal texts than the others because 

these are the only domains of informative texts where instances of the pattern poss -ing were found; 

this pattern is in present-day English considered to be very formal. It could be suggested that the 

level of formality of a text is a factor delaying the advance of the NP -ing complement, perhaps due 

to its less explicit form. Moreover, according to Hundt and Mair (1999) newspapers in particular are 

increasingly colloquial, which is probably the reason why NP-ing is so frequently used in them.

All in all, from all the subcorpora as well as the figures for the whole BNC we can observe 

similar trends at work. In general terms, this quantitative analysis has shown that different domains 

of texts can have clearly different preferences as regards complementation, at least with prevent., 
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Looking at the different verb forms of prevent separately, the variation is even more complicated: 

for some reason, the base form seems to prefer NP -ing more than any other verb forms of prevent. 

Prevents can be said to be the next most common candidate. Prevented, on the other hand, very 

strongly favours NP from-ing in all subcorpora examined, with the only exceptions being the spoken 

section and the newspaper texts subcorpus in the BNC, where the variation is quite equal as regards 

this verb form, and overall in favour of NP -ing. 

In conclusion, three aspects affecting the variation can be perceived: the domain, or the text 

type, of the text as regards its purpose and topic; the distinction between written and spoken 

language; and the verb form of prevent. That there is a difference between written and spoken 

language is hardly surprising, and with domains in writing the level of formality is probably the 

decisive factor in the variation. As for the variation according to different inflectional forms of 

prevent, it could be suggested that this is another aspect of Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity 

Principle. Prevent is the simplest verb form, and prevents perhaps the next least complex verb form, 

with only one added letter; with preventing and prevented, a whole syllable is added. It is hard to 

say whether Rohdenburg imagined the principle to cover this kind of microscopic features of a 

particular linguistic item that takes complements.  Inflection is, after all, a very basic and a 

necessary functional property of verbs that one would not generally expect to have any real effect on 

a phenomenon of changing complementation patterns, which is arguably in itself the product of a 

much more conscious and more voluntary choice of speakers, in the sense of their intuition about 

normative rules and pressures in language use.

Some support for this phenomenon of different verb forms favouring different 

complementation patterns is lent by a study conducted by McEnery and Xiao (2005). They studied 

the variation between the to-infinitival and bare infinitival complements of help (help to do vs. help 

do), and commented on Lind's (1983) claim that the bare infinitive occurs much more often with the 

base form of help. According to Hundt and Mair (1999: 233), based on data from the LOB, FLOB, 

and BNC corpora, help used to choose the to-infinitive in British English at the beginning of the 20th 
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century, but has increasingly been choosing also the bare infinitive by the end of the 20th century. 

This can be seen as a similar development to the advance of the NP-ing pattern with prevent. 

After excluding some other factors that affect the variation between the to-infinitive and 

bare infinitive more obviously (the horror aequi constraint and passivizations), McEnery and Xiao 

(2005) conceded that the data partly supports the claim made by Lind (1983). The bare infinitival 

complement occurred in 66% of the cases with the base form, but McEnery and Xiao (2005: 183) 

note that the inflected forms of help do not demonstrate “marked contrasts”. The results show that 

the bare infinitive was chosen in 61,8% of the cases with helped, but only in 48% of the cases with 

helping and 53% with helps. Except for the base form, the verb forms of help do not follow the 

pattern observed with prevent, where the longer verb forms favour the more explicit variant NP 

from -ing. On the other hand, the competition between the two infinitival patterns with help is not 

dependent on their level of “explicitness”. What can be concluded is that the base form of a verb 

may sometimes strongly favour one particular complement variant, when there is competition 

present, especially with an advancing form – at least with prevent and help. With prevent, there may 

well be a correlation between the length of the verb form and its choosing the more explicit variant. 

10.3.3 Prevent NP from -ing vs. Prevent NP -ing: Extracted data

The reasons for the variation between NP from-ing and NP-ing cannot be derived from numerical 

presentations only, even though the tables in the previous sections certainly show surprisingly 

varying patterns according to subcategories and inflectional forms of prevent. In this section, I 

attempt to find any semantic distinctions between the variants, first with the help of examples that 

come from texts with numerous tokens of prevent (the subcorpus contains c.1.9 million words, with 

texts mostly from informative domains; see Appendix 2.1 for more details). The idea is to determine 

whether the variation is due to idiosyncreticism, i.e. whether any given speaker only uses the other 

variant and not the other, or both, and whether they are used with a different meaning. Similar kind 

of semantic distinctions will be studied also by using a random sample of 100 tokens of prevent 
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(produced by a lemma search, see 5.2 for details), which produced 44 examples of sentential 

complements. 

First, however, I discuss a couple of examples that may be of special importance from the 

point of view of the Control theory introduced in section 3.4. 

10.3.3.1 Prevent there being

Following the notes made by Huddleston and Pullum (2002) and Rudanko (2003), that prevent may 

or may not be used with the existential there, I ran a search in the BNC Web in order to find 

instances of such a pattern23. The search gave the following four hits:

(1) However, it has been argued that certain clauses operate at an earlier stage 
so as to define and restrict the extent of the contractual obligation undertaken 
and so prevent there being any breach of contract. (J7C, 171)

(2) For example, a term such as: All delivery dates are estimates only and the 
Seller undertakes no contractual commitment as to the time of delivery 
arguably prevents there being any contractual date for delivery. (J7C, 172)

(3) Neither of the above clauses would appear to be effective to prevent there 
being a breach, and so... (J7C, 986)

(4) It would prevent there being a build up. (D91, 550)

It should be noted that the first three examples come from the same text, a book discussing standard 

terms of trading, and (4) comes from the spoken section of the BNC. This pattern is very rare, but as 

regards the Control theory, a couple of examples are enough. It is also interesting that Huddleston 

and Pullum (2002: 1238) mention that this kind of construction is possible with from (prevent there 

from being), but none of these instances have the preposition present24.

23 The search phrase was the following: (prevent|prevents|preventing|prevented) there.
24 It can be noted that one example of this from-less pattern can be found in the OED quotations database, dating from 
the 19th century:

(a) 1864 COBDEN Speeches (1878) 492, I wanted to trim the scales 
to prevent there being an undue preponderance in favour of the other side. 

One other source that could prove fruitful for finding more examples of this pattern might be newspapers: 
the New York Times and the Guardian both allow searches for exact phrases in their online archives. Two examples of 
prevent there from being were found in NYT archives from 2003 (unfortunately, the search will not provide full 
sentences):

(b) ...leaders had prevented there from being a terrible impact...
(c) ...dedicated work has prevented there from being another major terrorist...
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If prevent was a prototypical Control verb, this kind of construction with an “existential 

there” should not be possible, because it has no semantic reference of its own but is included under 

the semantic role (or argument) of the -ing construction. With Object Control verbs, there should be 

at least three arguments, or semantic roles, present: the roles that are represented by the subject of 

the matrix verb, the object of the matrix verb and the complement construction after the object. In 

the above sentences, it is hardly reasonable to argue that there and being have their own separate 

roles. 

With or without from, the presence of the existential there implies that a Raising reading 

The search also produced five examples of prevent there being from the 1980s:

(d) ...deterrent that will prevent there ever being a need for..
(e) ...in order to prevent there being established a Soviet beachhead...
(f) ...To prevent there ever being an end to...
(g) ...not to prevent there being winners or losers...      
(h) ...their boycott had prevented there being a quorum. 

The search in the archive of newspapers from the 19th century curiously gave as many as 49 hits, only one 
of which, however, was available for free, while the others could not be checked:

(i) The heat did not prevent there being the usual curious crowd of spectators in the 
Courtroom and outside in the lobbies of the new Court-house, yesterday, during the 
proceedings in the trial of Stokes. (1872)

A search in the Guardian archives only produced examples of the prevent there being pattern, 12 in total 
(the rest are in Appendix 5.1):

(j) I've set myself certain goals with these columns: one is to seed them 
with cumulative subliminal suggestions that will seep into the general consciousness and 
so prevent there being another series of Strictly Come Dancing. (“The musical knife”; 
Sat May 27, 2006)

(k) What perhaps prevents there being more is the stipulation that each 
must hold at least 45 minutes of interest: however beautiful the planting, you would 
struggle to make a visit to a balcony last that long. (“Peeking over the fence”; Sat April 
29, 2006)

(l) There are certain personalities that make you want to rush through a bill 
preventing there being any more of them. (“Don’t send in the clones”; Sat August 11, 
2001)

(m) Peers prevented there being an interval to wind down hunts before the 
ban came into effect. (“Mr Reynard doesn’t help Mr Howard”; Sun November 21, 2004)

It is notable that the only examples with from are from the NYT which is an American newspaper, and the 
archives of the British Guardian only contain from-less examples. It is also interesting that this rare pattern is found 
relatively frequently in newspapers, in particular. Earlier in this paper, newspapers have proven to have the most 
advanced variation among the written texts in favour of NP -ing, which also includes the pattern prevent there being. 
Hundt and Mair (1999: 230, 234) have noted that newspapers have become increasingly colloquial in style during the 
20th century, and as a result, are also more open to innovation. Perhaps prevent there being is an innovation born in 
newspaper language – especially as the first example was from 1872 in NYT. 
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should be allowed for prevent, as well. The two different semantic readings mentioned in section 

3.4, the “act on” and “bring about” readings (Rudanko, 2003: 278), are probably connected to 

different underlying semantic structures, as was explained. The “bring about” reading only works 

well with a Raising structure where there is only one semantic role in the complement construction 

(NP -ing), and the “act on” reading with a control structure when there are two separate semantic 

roles in the complement construction (NP from-ing). To use the terms by Davies and Dubinsky 

(2004), in the “bring about” reading the object of the matrix verb is semantically linked only to the 

embedded verb in the sentence, and in the “act on” reading the object is semantically linked to 

prevent, as well as the embedded verb. 

The first reading, “bring about”, is quite suitable for the pattern prevent there being,  

because it can only have one semantic role (there alone cannot have the role of an object that is 

being acted on) and is simply something that is (in this case not) 'brought about'. In other words, 

there is linked semantically only to be, not prevent. But because prevent can also have the “act on” 

reading, which works better with a Control structure, it follows that prevent may actually allow both 

syntactic structures. It may have a Control structure when the “act on” reading can be perceived, and 

a Raising structure should perhaps be allowed at least with patterns like prevent there being. There 

are some verbs that allow both structures (e.g. want), and with prevent this may be due to there 

being change in progress, in other words the advance of the NP -ing pattern which allows the 

Raising analysis more readily than the NP from-ing pattern. Only time will tell whether the two 

complementation patterns will eventually be used with their own distinct argument structures.

10.3.3.2 Bolinger's Principle

In the following section 10.3.3.2.1, I examine a selection of examples from the High Frequency 

subcorpus25 from the point of view of semantic distinctions, especially as regards the “act on” versus 

“bring about” distinction. Several similar examples were chosen from individual texts, in order to 

25 See Appendix 2 for a list of the texts included. The corpus contains 18 different texts, with 1,927,340 words 
altogether.
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determine whether the use of both NP from-ing and NP-ing complementation patterns by the same 

author follows some kind of rule. 

In 10.3.3.2.2, I study the random sample of 44 examples from the point of view of semantic 

distinctions, especially the “act on” vs. “bring about” distinction. Differently from the High 

Frequency sample, this one does not contain more than one example by any one author. 

10.3.3.2.1 Variation within individual texts 

A quick look at any concordance produced by a simple lemma search on prevent will show that the 

NP-ing and NP from-ing complementation patterns are used by many authors even in the same text. 

In fact, only one author in the sample used NP from-ing exclusively, while others used both variants 

to varying degrees. The variation could be random, or vary according to the register or the style of 

the text, or perhaps some semantic factors. Some examples from the High frequency sample will 

now be studied from a semantic point of view.

The following examples (1-3) are from the same text (talking about flying gliders) and use 

almost identical words in the near environment of prevent, yet (3) has a from-less -ing:

(1) Care must be taken not to keep the stick forward for too long, as too much 
forward movement during the take-off run will prevent the glider from 
leaving the ground until a much higher speed is reached. (A0H, 637)

(2) The launch should always be stopped if an overrun occurs, and if the 
launch continues in spite of pulling the release the pilot should make every 
effort to prevent the glider from leaving the ground by keeping the stick right 
forward. (A0H, 759)

(3) Opening the airbrakes at that moment will prevent the glider leaving the 
ground again. (A0H, 691)

It is very difficult to find any straightforward reasons which might have caused the writer to use NP-

ing in the last sentence. The following are also very similar: 

(4) The wing unstalls immediately and prevents the spin from developing. 
(A0H, 1023)

(5) Any forward movement will prevent a spin from developing, whereas 
failure to move forwards can result either in the spin continuing or, if the 
opposite rudder has been applied, in the direction of the spin suddenly 
reversing. (A0H, 1032)



103

(6) This shows conclusively that any movement forward will prevent a spin 
developing even if the rudder is forgotten altogether. (A0H, 1025)

Dixon’s idea (1995, see 4.2.2) that the from-less variant involve a more direct, physical interaction 

between the actor and the goal of action is difficult to perceive here because the referents of the 

subject and the object are inanimate. Rudanko (2002:58, see 4.2.2) also says that NP from-ing may 

be more indeterminate and less specific and NP-ing more immediate, involving a sense of external 

observability. With this distinction in mind, (4) and (5) may sound more hypothetical, as in giving 

instructions beforehand, while (6) has a sense of the writer imagining the scenario in action in his or 

her mind’s eye, but this is probably due to the adverbial at that moment. Then again, (4) is part of a 

description of a demonstration by an instructor, and the verb unstalls in the 3rd person present tense 

gives the sentence a very immediate feel. 

The examples below are from the same text as well: all these examples of prevent had from-

ing except one, (10):

(7) RIGHT Regular exercise off the leash will help to prevent a young dog 
from becoming destructive around the home. (CJE, 1106)

(8) Yet if it is not alarmed by this procedure, you may well be able to relieve 
the obstruction and so prevent the dog from choking at a time when rapid 
action is required. (CJE, 771)
(9) In an emergency this may prevent a dog from straying into a potentially 
dangerous situation, for example if you should suddenly encounter riders on 
horseback when you are out for a walk along a narrow path (CJE, 569)

(10) Desperate owners sometimes ask their vet if it is possible to prevent a dog 
barking by surgical means. (CJE, 1038)

(10) is perhaps different semantically from (7-9) in that barking is a permanent quality of the dog, 

while the other three describe prevention of potentially harmful scenarios to the dog. Judging by 

these particular examples, it could be said that NP from-ing is used when talking about hypothetical, 

unrealized situations, and NP-ing is used when talking about an “event” or a quality of the object NP 

that already exists. The two different readings suggested by Rudanko (2003), “act on” and “bring 

about”, might also apply here: perhaps the goal of action in (7-9) is only represented by the -ing 



104

form, while in (10) the object NP a dog and the -ing form barking together denote this goal. 

However, these readings may in fact be in contradiction with Dixon's (1995) idea, because with his 

distinction it would be with the from-ing clauses that the object NP is involved in direct interaction 

with the matrix subject, and not with the NP -ing clauses.

While these kind of explanations may apply to some examples, it is very likely that they are 

not relevant in all cases where there is similar variation, like Dixon's (1995) distinction in (1)-(6) 

above which have inanimate nouns as object NPs. (2) above possibly describes a situation that has 

already taken place but which should be prevented from happening again during the same 

flight/glide (will prevent the glider leaving the ground again), and thus similar to (10), in that both 

scenarios are no longer only hypothetical - but between (5) and (6) above it is difficult to see any 

differences in meaning. 

Examples (11) and (12) below are also puzzling:

(11) Father Morrow said he had acted “in an attempt to prevent future 
comatose, disabled and elderly patients from sharing the fate of Tony Bland. 
(CFB, 1201)

(12) He said he had acted “in an attempt to prevent future coma, disabled and 
elderly patients suffering the same fate as Tony Bland. (CFB, 1227)

These examples are nearly identical and any semantic distinctions of immediacy and such are 

hardly relevant. It is most likely the case that sometimes the variants are simply used 

interchangeably by some speakers, but this does not necessarily mean that there are no differences 

in some cases. 

Especially (13) and (14) seem curious because both variants are used in such close 

vicinity:

(13) ...By including express restrictive covenants in an employment contract an 
employer will seek to achieve three goals once employment is over: (a) to 
prevent the ex-employee canvassing orders from the employer's customers; (b) 
to prevent the ex-employee competing with his business (usually within a 
defined geographical area); (c) to prevent the ex-employee from 
using/disclosing any legitimate business secrets. (J7B, 1309)

(14) Note that (a) and (c) alone are not enough: neither would prevent an 
employee from serving those customers of his ex-employer who approached 
him. (J7B, 1310)  
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Perhaps (a) and (b) in (13) are “events” that are commonplace because they are not generally 

considered unethical per se, while most ex-employees would probably consider (c) dishonest and it 

is therefore a more hypothetical and unlikely scenario than (a) and (b). The event to be prevented in 

(14) could have been considered equally hypothetical by the writer.

All in all, it could be concluded that similar examples from the same text where the goal of 

prevention is hypothetical are more likely to choose NP from-ing, while examples where the goal of 

prevention is an already existing property of the object NP (example 10) or where the goal is an 

event that is very likely to happen or has already happened before (examples 13 (a) and (b)), NP 

-ing is the more likely option. Nevertheless, this hypothesis needs more support, and more examples 

will be analysed in the next section, more specifically examples that are not from the same text, in 

order to determine whether any of the distinctions mentioned can hold outside individual texts.

10.3.3.2.2 Variation between different texts

In order to see whether the hypotheses proposed in the previous section can hold across different 

texts, I ran a lemma search on prevent and thinned the results at random to 100 hits. After any 

examples of nominal complementation were excluded from the set, the final set consisted of 44 

examples. For this exploratory semantic analysis, the sample is of an adequate size.

Of the 44 examples, 25 represented the NP from-ing pattern and 19 the NP -ing pattern. 

It was suggested in the previous section that the NP from-ing pattern may be used when the act of 

prevention is a hypothetical scenario, something that may happen but has not happened yet, or at all. 

The NP -ing pattern, on the other hand, may be used more often when the act to be prevented has 

happened already, is already taking place, or is a permanent property of the entity denoted by the 

object NP of prevent. When the preposition from is missing from between the object NP and the 

-ing participle, and its meaning contribution as denoting direction away or separate from something 

in time or space is missing (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002: 657; see section 4.2.2), these two 

elements may be seen as more closely connected, and the idea of the participle denoting a 
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permanent property of the object NP, or something that has happened already or is taking place in 

present time, is easier to observe than if the preposition was present. In short, it could be claimed 

that the NP-ing pattern is understood as a single event to be prevented, whereas the NP from-ing 

pattern is understood as consisting of an agent to be directly acted upon, and an action that the agent 

should not or will not perform. 

In summary, there are four different semantic readings that prevent can have in connection 

with sentential complements. The idea of hypotheticality with NP from-ing, suggested by the author, 

is linked specifically to the -ing participle, whereas the “act on” reading suggested by Rudanko 

(2003), also associated with NP from-ing, describes the relationship between prevent and its object 

NP. The “bring about” reading (Rudanko, 2003), on the other hand, relates to the NP-ing 

construction as a whole, as do the following semantic qualities suggested by the author: the action or 

event denoted by NP-ing having happened already, about to take place, or denoting a permanent 

property of the referent of the object NP. The different semantic qualities suggested by the author, 

linked to specific elements in the complementation patterns, can perhaps be seen as an elaboration 

on the “act on vs. bring about” distinction suggested by Rudanko (2003). 

When these ideas were tested with the set of examples, it turned out that the majority of 

them could be applicable to this theory. In at least seven of the 44 examples, it was either not 

possible to determine the sense definitively, or the sense was contrary to the theory. The examples 

below demonstrate the NP from-ing and NP -ing patterns respectively, both in agreement with the 

above mentioned hypothesis.

(1) Indeed the only reason that modern living things are able to survive in the 
presence of oxygen, is that they contain a variety of compounds that prevent it 
from reacting with materials such as fats: compounds that include vitamins C 
and E, and uric acid. (AMS, 224)

(2) A classic clash of symbols occurred in April when the government took no 
action to prevent the 1916 Easter Rising being commemorated in Belfast. (AD2, 
199)

Example (1) demonstrates well the idea of hypotheticality: if there were no compounds to prevent 

oxygen from reacting with materials inside living beings, there would be no “modern living things”. 
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Any sense of the compounds merely stopping something already happening, i.e. the oxygen reacting 

with the materials, is not possible: the act denoted by the participle has never come to pass in a 

living creature, or it would not be alive. Example (2), on the other hand, clearly discusses an event 

that some people wanted to prevent, but which did actually happen. In (1), the “act on” reading 

would be suitable, and in (2), the “bring about” reading. In (1), the oxygen does not come to react, 

so oxygen is not linked to reacting, but only to prevent, and in (2), Easter Rising is linked only to the 

verb being.

 (3) If in that situation some consumers might reasonably be expected to rely on 
the misleading information, the trader commits an offence unless he has taken all 
reasonable steps to prevent them from doing so.

(4) To prevent hens laying outdoors and roosting in the trees, the report suggests 
that the birds be kept in their housing until mid-morning, and be presented with a 
main feed in-house in the evening before being shut in for the night.

Example (3) above also discusses something hypothetical: the trader commits an offence unless he 

has tried to prevent consumers from relying on misleading information. In (4), the discussion is 

concerned with an existing situation, one where hens lay outdoors and roost in the trees if they are 

allowed to, and the idea is to prevent the “event” of these hens laying outdoors and roosting in the 

trees, not to act on the hens directly to prevent them from doing so. With these examples as well, the 

“act on” and “bring about” readings are linked to the different complementation patterns.  

Examples (5) and (6), however, do not conform very well to the hypothesis mentioned 

above.

 (5) Vividly could he still recall his nurses preventing him from going to her 
there, and he knew he had stood at a window just like this, gazing with longing 
through the trees to the building where his mother was imprisoned. ( HGV, 
4757)

(6) Ultimately there would be a depreciation of the exchange rate under a free-
floating regime, but the policy response of the government has been to prevent 
this occurring by sustaining a high level of domestic interest rates. ( EC3, 658)

In (5), it obviously did happen that the speaker was prevented from going to the woman, so it cannot 

be said that this is a hypothetical scenario. In (6), on the other hand, the discussion of a depreciation 

of the exchange rate seems hypothetical, and apparently it has not happened due to the preventive 
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measures by the government. 

Even though many of the examples in the random sample agreed with the hypothesis, it 

should not be regarded as any kind of absolute rule. This distinction would still merit additional 

research with a bigger sample of examples. The distinction is probably only one of the factors 

affecting the choice of the sentential complementation variant of prevent in present-day English, 

together with the domain of the text, the verb form of prevent, written vs. spoken texts, and the 

complexity of the object NP.

11 Summary of Results

Now I present a summary of the quantitative results from all the corpora studied in this thesis, both 

the total number of occurrences of each complementation pattern and their percentages, and the 

normalized frequencies of each, in order to obtain a general diachronic perspective. Only the 

normalized frequencies will be commented on, as they give the most truthful picture of the 

developments in the frequencies of the complementation patterns through centuries in corpora of 

varying sizes.

CLMET 1 (1710-1780)        Total    Norm.fr.
NP from -ing 100      (18%)        33.3
NP from -ing (pass) 10       (1,8%)        3.33
NP -ing 11       (2%)         3.7
NP -ing (pass) 1         (0,18%)         0.3
-ing 8        (1,45%)         2.7
NP to -infinitive 1        (0,18%)         0.3
Poss-ing 62      (11,3%)        20.7
NP from NP 8        (1,45%)         2.7
NP in NP 1        (0,18%)         0.3
NP 350    (63,2%)       116.7
0 complement 1        (0,18%)         0.3
Total  553   (100%)       184,3

Table 32. The total figures of the complementation patterns of prevent in CLMET 1

In CLMET 1 (table 32 above), by far the most common complement of prevent was the 
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simple nominal complement (NP) with 116.7 instances per one million words. The NP from-ing 

pattern was second most common with only 33.3 instances per million words. The third most 

common was the poss-ing complement with 20.7 instances per million words. The now common 

NP-ing pattern was found with only 4 instances per million words, being almost as marginal as the 

simple -ing form with 2.7 instances per million words. In addition to these complementation 

patterns, one to-infinitival complement was found, and two rare prepositional nominal 

complementation patterns, NP from NP and NP in NP. 

CLMET 2 (1780-1850)        Total   Norm. fr.
NP from -ing 198    (32,7%)          52
NP from -ing (pass) 29      (4,8%)         7.7
NP -ing 19      (3%)           5
NP -ing (pass) 4        (0,7%)           1
-ing 2        (0,3%)          0.5
Poss-ing 107    (17,7%)          28
NP from NP 5        (0,8%)         1.3
NP 240    (39,7%)         63
0 complement 2        (0,3%)        0.53
Total 605    (100%)       159.2

Table 33. The total figures of the complementation patterns of prevent in CLMET 2

In CLMET 2 (table 33), the most common complement of prevent was again the simple 

nominal complement (NP), but now with only 63 instances per million words, down from 116.7 

instances in CLMET 1. The second most common was again NP from-ing, with a notable increase in 

frequency from 33.3 instances per million words to 52 instances. The third most common 

complement, poss-ing, has also increased in frequency: 28 instances per million words in CLMET 2, 

as against 20.7 in CLMET 1. The NP -ing pattern has also gained somewhat more foothold among 

the complements of prevent, increasing in frequency from 4 instances per million in CLMET 1 to 6 

instances per million in CLMET 2. The simple -ing forms, on the other hand, have become even 

rarer with 0.5 occurrences per million words. Only the NP from NP pattern of the prepositional 

nominal complements of prevent was found in CLMET 2.
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CLMET 3 (1850-1920)        Total     Norm. fr.
NP from -ing 144     (35,2%)         37.9
NP from -ing (pass) 16       (4%)          4.1
NP -ing 39       (9,5%)         10.3
NP -ing (pass) -           -
-ing -           -
Poss-ing 36       (9%)         9.5
NP from NP 1         (0,2%)         0.3
NP 170     (41,6%)        44.7
0 complement 2         (0,5%)        0.53
Total 409     (100%)      107.63

Table 34. The total figures of the complementation patterns of prevent in CLMET 3

The most common complement of prevent in CLMET 3 (table 34) is still the simple 

nominal complement with 44.7 instances per million words, which is, however, even less than 63 in 

CLMET 2 and 116.7 in CLMET 1. The second most common complement is again NP from-ing, 

but this time with a decline in frequency from 52 instances per million words in CLMET 2 to 37.9 

instances per million words in CLMET 3. The third most common complement is no longer poss-

ing, with 9.5 instances per million, but NP-ing with 10.3 occurrences per million words. With NP-

ing, there can be observed a steady curve of increase in frequency over time, whereas the poss-ing 

complement went through a peculiar rise during the time period of 1780-1850 (CLMET 2), only to 

become much less common during the period of 1850-1920 (CLMET 3). The simple -ing forms 

were not found at all in CLMET 3. The rare prepositional NP complement NP from NP was found 

with only one example.

One further interesting phenomenon is that the overall number of tokens of prevent per one 

million words seems to have decreased from the period of 1710-1780 to 1850-1920 in British 

English. In CLMET 1, there were 184.3 instances of prevent per one million words; in CLMET 2, 

159.2 instances per million; and in CLMET 3, only 107.63 instances per million. 
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EAF (1809-1874)         Total    Norm. fr.
NP from -ing 245    (26,6%)         20.5
NP from -ing (pass) 46      (5%)           4
NP -ing 26      (2,6%)          2.2
NP -ing (pass) 3        (0,3%)          0.2
-ing 9        (1%)          0.8
Poss-ing 164    (17,9%)         13.8
NP from NP 3        (0,3%)         0.25
from NP 1        (0,1%)         0.08
NP in NP 1        (0,1%)         0.08
NP 410    (44,6%)         34.5
0 complement 13      (1,4%)           1
Total 915    (100%)         76.9

Table 35. The total figures of the complementation patterns of prevent in EAF

In the EAF corpus (table 35), representing American English in fictional texts from the 

time period of 1809-1874, the most common complement of prevent is the simple nominal 

complement, just as in all the CLMET corpora. However, with 34.5 instances per million words this 

complement is not nearly as frequent in EAF as it is in CLMET, even with the observed decrease 

towards the 20th century. The second most common complement was NP from-ing, similarly to all 

CLMET corpora, with 20.5 instances per million words. This complementation pattern is also less 

common in EAF than in CLMET. The third most common is the poss-ing complement with 13.8 

instances per million words, which is also less than in the CLMET corpus of roughly the same time 

period, CLMET 2 (1780-1850). One reason why these three most common complements are all 

rarer in American than in British English may be that the overall number of tokens of prevent in the 

EAF corpus is significantly smaller than in any of the CLMET corpora: only 76.9 instances per 

million words.

The NP-ing complement is found in EAF with only 2.4 instances per million words, which 

is even less than 4 instances per million words in CLMET 1. However, 29 examples in total in a 

corpus of almost 12 million words is definitely more than in present-day American English, in 

which this pattern is non-existent (Dixon, 1995; Mair, 2002; Babováková, 2005). Presumably it is 
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not until late 19th and early 20th century that this pattern started to disappear from American English. 

The simple -ing forms, on the other hand, seem to be more or less as marginal in both British and 

American English during the 19th century. Finally, the NP from NP pattern was found to be rare, just 

like in the CLMET corpora, and the NP in NP pattern was found with one example. 

BNC (20th century)         Total    Norm. fr.
NP from -ing 2316   (22,2%)         23.1
NP from-ing (pass) 233     (2,2%)          2.3
from -ing 1         (0,01%)         0.01
NP -ing 1754  (16,96%)         17.5
NP -ing (pass) 1        (0,01%)         0.01
-ing 183    (1,8%)          1.8
NP infinitive 1        (0,01%)         0.01
Poss-ing 62      (0,6%)         0.6
NP from NP 20      (0,2%)         0.2
from NP 1        (0,01%)         0.01
NP (all) 5687  (56%)         58.7
Total 10439  (100%)        104.4
Table 36. The total figures of the complementation patterns of prevent in the BNC

In 20th century British English (BNC, table 36), the simple nominal complements are still 

the most common complement choice of prevent. In fact, there is an increase in their frequency from 

44.7 instances per million words in CLMET 3 to 58.7 instances per million in the BNC. With the 

second most common complement, NP from-ing, there has been a decrease in frequency from 37.9 

instances per million words in CLMET 3 to 23.1 instances per million words in the BNC. This 

figure is actually lower than in any of the CLMET corpora. 

The third most common complement is still NP-ing as it was in CLMET 3, but this time 

with a very marked increase from 10.3 instances per million words in CLMET 3 to 17.5 instances 

per million in the BNC. The poss-ing complement has become even rarer with only 0.6 occurrences 

per million words (9.5 in CLMET 3), and the fourth most common complement in the BNC is the 

simple -ing form with 1.8 instances per million. The NP from NP pattern was found, with a similar 

frequency as in the earlier corpora: 0.2 instances per million words. One curiosity was the case of an 
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example of NP + infinitive, but it seems safe to say that at least bare infinitives are not a choice 

among the complements of prevent. It is true, though, that Vosberg (2006: 149, 155) has found three 

cases of to-infinitives as complements of prevent: one from 1672, and two from 20th century issues 

of the Times (see 6.1). As for the overall number of tokens of prevent in the BNC, it looks like this 

verb is no longer decreasing in frequency in use, as seemed to be the case with the diachronic 

corpora.

There have been various changes in the variation of the complementation patterns of 

prevent from the 18th century to the 20th century in British English. As for American English in the 

19th century, some interesting findings were made as well. 

In British English, the simple nominal complements have always been the most common 

complement of prevent, though much less frequent in CLMET 2, CLMET 3 and the BNC than in 

CLMET 1. The NP from-ing pattern has always been the second most common complement, 

increasing in frequency during the 19th century, then declining in use towards present-day English. 

The poss-ing complement has been the third most common complement up until late 19th century, 

when it seems to have given space for the NP-ing pattern. The NP -ing complement has been 

steadily increasing in frequency, with a very rapid rise from the late 19th and early 20th centuries to 

late 20th century. The simple -ing forms and the NP from NP pattern have been marginal through 

centuries, and continue to be so. One odd development is the continuous decrease in the frequency 

of the verb prevent, which seems to have halted around the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

In American English in the 19th century, prevent was used even less: whereas prevent was 

found with 104.4 instances per million words even in present-day British English, the figure on the 

basis of EAF is only 76.9 instances per million words. The variation of the complements of prevent, 

however, is similar to that in contemporary British English. The nominal complements are the most 

common, and the NP from-ing pattern comes second. The poss-ing complements were slightly less 

common than the NP from-ing complements, while the NP-ing pattern was quite marginal. The NP-

ing pattern has probably been used to some extent in American English until the 20th century. The 
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simple -ing forms and the NP from NP pattern, on the other hand, had a similar low frequency in 

EAF as in CLMET and the BNC. Aside from the rarity of the NP-ing pattern, the variation of the 

complements of prevent is very similar in American English to British English during the 19th 

century.

12 Conclusions

In this thesis, I have both explored the variation of the complementation patterns of prevent in 

British English from the 18th century to 20th century, as well as in American English during the 19th 

century, and tried to pinpoint factors which affect the choice of either of the two dominant sentential 

complements of prevent in present-day British English. 

One starting point was to find out whether the most explicit sentential complementation 

variant of prevent, prevent me from going, has truly advanced in frequency over time, as 

Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity Principle predicts. This was proven to be true on the basis of the 

data from 1710 to 1920 (CLMET), whereas from 1920 to present-day English the NP from-ing 

pattern has ceased to increase in use. Instead, the less explicit variant, prevent me going, has 

significantly advanced in frequency over the 20th century, as the diachronic division of texts in the 

BNC shows, but also to a smaller extent during the period of 1710-1920. The variation of the NP-

ing pattern also corroborated the Complexity Principle in the historical data in that it was used 

almost exclusively with pronominal object NPs and nominal object NPs of one lexical item after 

prevent, whereas NP from-ing was used with both short and long object NPs after prevent. This 

pattern was observed in all three parts of the CLMET corpus, even though with the increasing use of 

NP-ing towards the 20th century, longer object NPs were also possible with this less explicit 

complementation pattern. In present-day English, where these sentential variants are on a much more 

equal basis, such a preference was found to be much less obvious in Babováková's (2005) study.

The sentential poss-ing complement was found to have been the third most common 

complement of prevent in British English up until 1850, after which time this complementation 
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variant has become very rare, a phenomenon which was also noticed by Kirsten (1957) and Visser 

(1973). As this complementation variant represents the least explicit sentential variant of prevent 

(Rohdenburg, 2000:36), this is not surprising. The simple -ing forms, on the other hand, have always 

been marginal and continue to do so. One previously somewhat neglected aspect of prevent, its 

nominal complementation patterns, were found to have always been by far the most common 

complement of prevent. However, they seem to have decreased in frequency until 1920. Of the 

prepositional nominal complementation patterns, NP in NP seems to have disappeared after the 18th 

century in British English (one example was found in EAF, from the 19th century), whereas NP 

from NP has been marginal through centuries and is still found in present-day British English to a 

small extent. In the semantic analysis of the nominal complements and the poss-ing and -ing 

complements, it looks like  with sense 8 of prevent the notion of frustrating, rather than anticipation, 

has become more common towards present-day English, as the OED suggested. Simple NP 

complements with +human reference were almost all found to be cases of ellipsis of the sentential 

complement from-ing or -ing, in both the historical and present-day British data.

In 19th century American English (EAF), the variation of the complements of prevent was 

found to be similar to contemporary British English: nominal complements were the most common, 

followed by the NP from-ing pattern and poss-ing. The NP-ing pattern was rarer, and it is likely that 

it is during this time at the latest that this pattern started to disappear from American English, 

considering that it is non-existent in Brown (Mair, 2002). Both of the two prepositional nominal 

complementation patterns of prevent, NP from NP and NP in NP, were found in EAF. 

In present-day British English (BNC), the NP from-ing and NP-ing variants were found to 

be equal competitors with the base form of prevent, but overall the NP from-ing variant was 

somewhat more commonly used. It was suggested that this phenomenon may be due to the 

Complexity Principle (Rohdenburg, 1996), but from a new point of view: the less explicit variant 

NP-ing may be chosen more easily when the least complex verb form of prevent, the base form, is 

used. On the other hand, the NP from-ing pattern is probably used more with prevented as a 
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reflection of its being the sole option in passivized sentences, which is itself also one effect of the 

Complexity Principle. This phenomenon of NP-ing being used mostly with the base form was 

observed also in the CLMET corpora, in an even more pronounced fashion. In addition, in the 

subcorpora of different time periods in the BNC, it seemed as though NP -ing was used almost 

exclusively with the base form still in the 1960s and 70s, and only came to be used more often with 

the other verb forms towards the end of the century. From a diachronic point of view, the NP-ing 

variant seems to have advanced in frequency with the base form of prevent, and after having been 

established through this verb form, it has come to be used more often with the other ones as well.

The variation between these competing variants fluctuated according to different text types, 

as well: in the spoken section of the BNC, NP-ing was considerably more common than in the 

written section, and in the written-to-be-spoken subcorpus the variation even had a ratio of 32:68 in 

favour of NP-ing. In the newspaper subcorpus, NP-ing was also remarkably strongly favoured over 

NP from-ing, and the reason for this is probably the increasingly colloquial and innovative nature of 

newspaper texts (a phenomenon noted by Hundt and Mair, 1999). In different domains of written 

informative texts there were found to be similar kinds of significant differences in the frequencies of 

these competing patterns, but never nearly as strikingly in favour of NP-ing as in the newspaper 

subcorpus. 

In the semantic analysis, attempting to find out whether Bolinger's generalization (1968) 

applies to NP from-ing and NP-ing, some possible tendencies were found: the NP-ing pattern seems 

to be used more often when the goal of prevention represented by the -ing form is tangible, is 

happening or has happened before, or is a permanent property of the thing denoted by the object of 

prevent. The NP from-ing pattern seemed to be used more often when the goal of prevention was 

more hypothetical or unrealized. The two readings suggested by Rudanko (2003), “act on” and 

“bring about”, related to different syntactic deep structures, were found to correlate to a reasonable 

degree with the different complementation patterns; however, counter-examples were also found.

One curious observation made in the study was that the verb prevent seems to have 
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decreased in frequency over time, when the normalized frequencies are considered. From 116.7 

instances per million words in CLMET 1, prevent is now found with only 104.4 instances per 

million words. Moreover, in 19th century American English prevent was even rarer with 76.9 

instances per million words. 

All in all, this study has found support for some claims and suggested new ones when it 

comes to the complementation of prevent. Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity Principle was found to 

apply in various ways, both from a diachronic perspective, as well as from the point of view of the 

complexity of the sentences (the length of the object NP of prevent); and the principle may even 

cause the less explicit sentential variant (NP-ing) to be chosen more often with the least complex 

verb form of prevent (the base form). The variation between the sentential variants also differed to a 

great degree in different text types, and the factor causing this phenomenon is probably their varying 

formality. Bolinger's generalization (1968), proposing that different syntactic variants are connected 

to different meanings, was found to apply in most cases in a random sample of sentences, but it 

cannot be regarded as the sole reason for the variation between the two most common sentential 

variants of prevent. Finally, Mair (2002) has suggested that either the NP from-ing and NP-ing 

variants continue to co-exist, or NP-ing will overrun NP from-ing eventually. On the basis of this 

study, it seems likely that both NP-ing and NP from-ing will continue to be used in British English, 

considering that NP from-ing is practically the only option with passivized sentences (Huddleston 

and Pullum 2002), and the increasing length of the object NP of prevent seems to shun the NP-ing 

pattern (Babováková, 2005). 

Although this study has covered some new territory with its diachronic perspective, there is 

still room for further research on prevent, especially from a semantic point of view. Can more 

examples of the pattern prevent there being, indicating that prevent can have a Raising structure, be 

found in newspapers? Can the semantic distinctions between the NP from-ing and NP-ing patterns 

suggested by Rudanko (2003) and the author be supported with more data? In addition, it would be 

interesting to further investigate with a bigger corpus of transcribed speech whether the NP-ing 
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pattern truly is much more common than NP from-ing in spoken British English.
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Electronic Corpora Used
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The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts, available from http://www.http://perswww.kuleuven.be/ 

The Early American Fiction corpus, obtained from http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/eaf/ 

Appendices

Appendix 1. Tables on the informative subcorpora in the BNC

Verb form     from      %       0       %

Prevent      267      52     246       48

Prevents       50      67      25       33

Preventing       47      75      16       25

Prevented       70      82      15       18

Total      434      59     302       41
Table 37. Distribution in informative texts: social science

Verb form     from      %       0       %

Prevent      144     53    128       47

Prevents       26     53     23       47

Preventing       40     74     14       26

Prevented       29     66     15       34

Total      239     57    180       43
Table 38. Distribution in informative texts: commerce

Verb form     from      %      0       %

Prevent      43      69     19       31

Prevents      13      54     11       46

Preventing      10      77      3       23

Prevented      14      93      1       7

Total      80      70    34       30
Table 39. Distribution in informative texts: belief and thought

Verb form      from      %       0      %

Prevent       64     57      49     43

Prevents       22     67      11     33

Preventing       18     86       3     14

Prevented        5     71       2     29

Total      109     63      65     37
Table 40. Distribution in informative texts: natural and pure sciences

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/eaf/
http://www.http://perswww.kuleuven.be/
http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/
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Verb form from % 0 %

Prevent     128      45    155       55

Prevents      28      58     20       42

Preventing      41      65     22       35

Prevented      20      80      5       20

Total      217      52    202       48
Table 41 . Distribution in informative texts: applied sciences

Appendix 2 The High Frequency subcorpus

Appendix 2.1 A list of texts included in the corpus

C97, Practical Fishkeeping. Sample containing about 44524 words from a periodical (domain: leisure) 43,172 
words

CFB East Anglian Daily Times. Sample containing about 29047 words from a periodical (domain: world 
affairs) 27,923 words

A0H, Gliding safety. Sample containing about 40241 words from a book (domain: leisure) 39,287 words

 ECD  Financial conglomerates and the Chinese wall. Sample containing about 44610 words from a book 
(domain: commerce) 42,918 words

A0J  [Health promotion and education leaflets]. Sample containing about 24788 words of miscellanea 
(domain: natural sciences) 24,232 words

ARF  In search of a cure. Sample containing about 37153 words from a book (domain: natural sciences) 
36,539 words   

ASB  Freedom under Thatcher. Sample containing about 44722 words from a book (domain: social science) 
43,121 words   

CCX  Do It Yourself. Sample containing about 31460 words from a periodical (domain: leisure) 30,663 
words   

CJE  Train your dog. Sample containing about 29739 words from a book (domain: leisure) 29,209 words

ECJ  Do It Yourself. Sample containing about 30759 words from a periodical (domain: applied science) 
30,008 words
    
EV5  Learning to care on the surgical ward. Sample containing about 25119 words from a book (domain: 
social science) 24,557 words
   
GVR  Offences against public order. Sample containing about 45231 words from a book (domain: social 
science) 43,807    

K5M  The Scotsman: Foreign news pages. Sample containing about 270447 words from a periodical 
(domain: world affairs) 262,096    

HHV  [Hansard extracts 1991-1992]. Sample containing about 437508 words of miscellanea (domain: world 
affairs) 428,248    

https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=HHV&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=K5M&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=GVR&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=EV5&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=ECJ&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=CJE&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=CCX&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=ASB&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=ARF&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=A0J&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=ECD&urlTest=yes
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HHW  [Hansard extracts 1991-1992]. Sample containing about 292389 words of miscellanea (domain: world 
affairs) 286,552    

HH6  The Which? book of plumbing and central heating. Sample containing about 43414 words from a book 
(domain: applied science) 42,060   
 
HHX  [Hansard extracts 1991-1992]. Sample containing about 410370 words of miscellanea (domain: world 
affairs) 401,311    

J7B Restraint of trade and business secrets: law and practice. Sample containing about 45459 words from a 
book (domain: commerce) 43,926

Appendix 2.2 Additional examples from the High Frequency 
subcorpus
CJE 807 Regrettably, few owners of pet dogs consider such manoeuvres to be part of the 
regular training routine and yet they can be so vital in preventing the dog from becoming 
unnecessarily upset when it is injured.

CJE 816 LEFT (1) Grooming needs to be carried out regularly to prevent your dog's coat 
from becoming matted.

CJE 1040 It was developed and used primarily during the First World War as a means of 
preventing dogs, used in the trenches as messengers and for other activities, from betraying 
their positions by a casual bark.

A0H 123 Usually, the weight of a person on the extreme nose will prevent the glider lifting off 
the ground, but to be safe it is best to put a person in the cockpit. 

A0H 1625 Whenever possible, and especially if you are out of practice, choose a completely 
clear area on the landing ground and remember to prevent the glider weathercocking into wind 
at the end of the landing run.

Appendix 3 Labels of texts included in the Newspaper subcorpus 

W_newsp_brdsht_nat_arts broadsheet national newspapers: arts/cultural material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_commerce broadsheet national newspapers: commerce & finance 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_editorial broadsheet national newspapers: personal & institutional editorials & letters-
to-the-editor 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_misc broadsheet national newspapers: miscellaneous material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_report broadsheet national newspapers: home & foreign news reportage 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_science broadsheet national newspapers: science material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_social broadsheet national newspapers: material on lifestyle leisure belief & thought 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_sports broadsheet national newspapers: sports material 
W_newsp_other_arts regional and local newspapers: arts 
W_newsp_other_commerceregional and local newspapers: commerce & finance 
W_newsp_other_reportregional and local newspapers: home & foreign news reportage 
W_newsp_other_scienceregional and local newspapers: science material 
W_newsp_other_socialregional and local newspapers: material on lifestyle, leisure, belief & thought 
W_newsp_other_sportsregional and local newspapers: sports material 
W_newsp_tabloid

https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=J7B&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=HHX&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=HH6&urlTest=yes
https://www11.uta.fi/bncweb/cgi-bin/fileInfo_new.pl?text=HHW&urlTest=yes


123

Appendix 4 The labels for the Genre classification Scheme  by David Lee

W_ac_humanities_arts academic prose: humanities 
W_ac_medicine academic prose: medicine 
W_ac_nat_science academic prose: natural sciences 
W_ac_polit_law_edu  academic prose: politics law education 
W_ac_soc_science academic prose: social & behavioural sciences 
W_ac_tech_engin academic prose: technology computing engineering 
W_admin adminstrative and regulatory texts in-house use 
W_advert print advertisements 
W_biography biographies/autobiographies 
W_commerce commerce & finance economics 
W_email  e-mail sports discussion list 
W_essay_school school essays 
W_essay_univ university essays 
W_fict_drama excerpts from two modern drama scripts 
W_fict_poetry single- and multiple-author collections of poems 
W_fict_prose novels & short stories 
W_hansard  Hansard/parliamentary proceedings 
W_institut_doc official/govermental documents/leaflets company annual reports etc.; excludes Hansard 
W_instructional  instructional texts/DIY 
W_letters_personal personal letters 
W_letters_prof professional/business letters 
W_misc miscellaneous texts 
W_news_script TV autocue data 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_arts  broadsheet national newspapers: arts/cultural material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_commerce  broadsheet national newspapers: commerce & finance 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_editorial broadsheet national newspapers: personal & institutional editorials & letters-
to-the-editor 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_misc  broadsheet national newspapers: miscellaneous material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_report  broadsheet national newspapers: home & foreign news reportage 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_science  broadsheet national newspapers: science material 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_social  broadsheet national newspapers: material on lifestyle leisure belief & thought 
W_newsp_brdsht_nat_sports  broadsheet national newspapers: sports material 
W_newsp_other_arts regional and local newspapers: arts 
W_newsp_other_commerce regional and local newspapers: commerce & finance 
W_newsp_other_report regional and local newspapers: home & foreign news reportage 
W_newsp_other_science regional and local newspapers: science material 
W_newsp_other_social regional and local newspapers: material on lifestyle, leisure, belief & thought 
W_newsp_other_sports regional and local newspapers: sports material 
W_newsp_tabloid  tabloid newspapers 
W_non_ac_humanities_arts non-academic/non-fiction: humanities 
W_non_ac_medicine non-academic: medical/health matters 
W_non_ac_nat_science non-academic: natural sciences 
W_non_ac_polit_law_edu  non-academic: politics law education 
W_non_ac_soc_science non-academic: social & behavioural sciences 
W_non_ac_tech_engin non-academic: technology computing engineering 
W_pop_lore popular magazines 
W_religion religious texts excluding philosophy. 
S_brdcast_discussn  TV or radio discussions 
S_brdcast_documentary TV documentaries 
S_brdcast_news TV or radio news broadcasts 
S_classroom non-tertiary classroom discourse 
S_consult mainly medical & legal consultations 
S_conv face-to-face spontaneous conversations 
S_courtroom legal presentations or debates 
S_demonstratn ‘live’ demonstrations 
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S_interview job interviews & other types 
S_interview_oral_history  oral history interviews/narratives some broadcast 
S_lect_commerce  lectures on economics commerce & finance 
S_lect_humanities_arts lectures on humanities and arts subjects 
S_lect_nat_science lectures on the natural sciences 
S_lect_polit_law_edu lectures on politics law or education 
S_lect_soc_science lectures on the social & behavioural sciences 
S_meeting  business or committee meetings 
S_parliament  BNC-transcribed parliamentary speeches 
S_pub_debate public debates discussions meetings 
S_sermon religious sermons 
S_speech_scripted  planned speech, whether dialogue or monologue 
S_speech_unscripted  more or less unprepared speech, whether dialogue or monologue 
S_sportslive ‘live’ sports commentaries and discussions 
S_tutorial university-level tutorials 
S_unclassified miscellaneous spoken genres. 

Appendix 5 Prevent there being: Examples from the Guardian

It was important to think about "what steps we can take to try to prevent there being a general lock-down the 
moment the thing starts", he said.
“Bird flu pandemic may force countries to shut down, says UN official”; Wed November 2, 2005

Calculations are complicated by the wide array of bursaries being offered in England, but the Scottish 
executive believes this will be enough to keep a level playing field and prevent there being a financial 
incentive to studying in Scotland.
“Scotland seeks fee increases to protect medical schools”; Tue April 5, 2005

When market conditions prevent there being any realistic chance of a premium on ticket prices, touts adopt 
the stance that the only possible price for a ticket is its face value.
“On the face of it, I do well by touts”; Sat July 31, 2004

I cannot and am not willing to answer that question - even for myself and not for Cambridge - until I can 
confidently assert that we can put in place a bursary system that ... would prevent there being any barriers."
“First woman takes over at Cambridge”; Wed October 1, 2003

"This is to prevent there being anti-democratic parties which support violence," Luis de Grandes, of the 
ruling People's party, told the house.
“Spanish parties unite in vote to ban Batasuna”; Tue August 27, 2002

Russia's foreign minister, Igor Ivanov, condemned yesterday's attempted seizure as an act of provocation and 
added: "We are taking very active steps, together with the French authorities, to prevent there being any 
follow-up to these actions."
“Kremlin jets flee seizure in Paris”; Sat June 23, 2001

On July 16 Cordiant is due to be delisted. This is crucial as it prevents there being a market value for 
Cordiant, making it impossible for an option to buy out Zenith Optimedia, 75% owned by Publicis, to be 
valued.
“Cordiant battle inspires conspiracy theorists”; Fri July 11, 2003

Thankfully, the managerial merry-go-round has prevented there being too much white space in this morning's 
rags.
“Wednesday’s rumours”; Wed September 1, 2004
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